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Description
 
When two people's lives are spiraling out of control, can coming together pull both of them back up?
 
Alexis Woods knows who she is — or at least, she thought she did.  She's number 17, point guard, MVP, all-star, co-captain of the Lady Raiders NCAA Division I women's basketball team.  But there's a darkness growing inside of her, a darkness that started the night her beloved died in her arms, and if she doesn't turn things around soon, the darkness just might swallow her whole.
 
Graham Griffin knows a thing or two about darkness.  That's been her zip code ever since the car accident that took her boyfriend's life — the car accident she caused.  When she meets Alex, she sees a reflection of her own sorrow.  And she can't help but want to fix it.



Part One:  She’s Got Game
 
“I hold it true, whate’er befall;
I feel it, when I sorrow most;
’Tis better to have loved and lost
Than never to have loved at all.” 
- Alfred, Lord Tennyson
 
“People say to me all the time, ‘You have no fear.’  I tell them, ‘No, that’s not true.  I’m scared all the time.  You have to have fear in order to have courage.  I’m a courageous person because I’m a scared person.’” 
- Ronda Rousey
 
1
 
She stands just inside the short hallway that leads from the locker rooms to the shining wood of the court’s floor, waiting for her name.  She’s the last of the starting line-up to be called — it’s always like that.  Build up the anticipation, save the crowd-pleaser for last to ensure the stadium fills with the maximum amount of noise possible.  Despite the fact that they always do this to her — make her run in like some sort of prize thoroughbred, like some kind of friggin’ mascot instead of a person — and despite the fact that she rolls her eyes to herself and her teammates and her fans and swears the attention doesn’t get to her, doesn’t eat at her, especially after what happened that night, despite all that, her palms sweat.  
She wipes them on her shorts.  
She kicks up a heel behind her and runs a hand across the bottom of one high-top sneaker, then kicks up the other heel and does the same.  It’s an old habit, a nervous tick that started in high school, one that a lot of the other girls have, too — basketball courts get dusty, no matter how well they’re wiped down, and even a thin sheen of dust on the bottom of a shoe can compromise traction at a crucial moment.  
Crucial moments like running out onto the court with two-thousand people in the stands cheering and chanting your name, while spotlights and strobes flash and dance around you.  Falling on your ass at a moment like that because your shoes are slippery would suck.  
And she’s convinced that’s the only way she could ever fall.  Because she’s still got things under control.
Speaking of which.
“Number seventeen,” booms a voice through the speakers, “at point guard for Rosemont… a five-foot nine junior hailing from Annapolis, Maryland…”  The announcer draws it out, letting the crowd get antsy, letting the tension build.  She rolls her eyes like she usually does, but her palms still sweat.  “…Alexxxxxisssss Woooooods!”
That’s her cue.  The crowd goes apeshit; the spotlights swirl all over the dark floor like they’re trying to trigger a seizure; the hardcore bass line of whatever EDM song they picked for her entrance comes on so loud that Alex can feel the music vibrating against her skin.
She gives the people what they want, runs out with a grin, adds in a little twirl move before she gets to corridor formed by her teammates.  She crouches low as she runs between them, slaps their hands, hollers a war cry once for good measure, and when she gets to the end of row of the rest of the Lady Raiders, she hops up like she always does to bang chests with Anika Singh, the other crowd favorite.
Except she misses.  
Well, Alex doesn’t miss exactly, she just kind of ends up ramming into Anika’s shoulder instead of her chest.  And when she lands, she stumbles to the side.  The stumble is so subtle, so nearly unnoticeable in the darkened stadium, that probably almost nobody sees it.  Anika notices, though.  And when Anika’s dark eyes flit over to Iris, Alex realizes Iris must’ve noticed, too.  
Alex glances behind her as discreetly as she can to see if anyone else noticed.  Because if Anika noticed her stumble, whatever; Anika’s got her back.  If Iris noticed, yeah, she’ll give Alex some flak, but she’ll get over it.  But if Coach noticed that Alex totally missed Anika’s chest and then staggered a couple steps to the side on the landing… that could spell trouble.  
And Alex doesn’t need more trouble this year.  In fact, after what happened on that night six months ago, she’s pretty sure she’s had enough trouble to last her for the rest of her college career.  Or the rest of her life, maybe.
But it looks like Lady Luck is smiling on this particular Lady Raider at the moment, because Coach Tynan wasn’t looking at Alex when the best athlete at Rosemont University, male or female, inexplicably missed Anika’s chest and then stumbled the landing.  No, Coach hadn’t been looking at the real Alex; he’s gazing up at the scoreboard cube that hangs from the stadium rafters, watching the Alexis Woods of the highlight reel and the Alexis Woods made of numbers and percentages instead of the actual Alex in front of him.  
Some people look up to the heavens and pray to God or somebody else up there — if there’s anybody else up there, which Alex isn’t so sure about anymore — but Coach Tynan, all he looks up at is the scoreboard, and she figures that on some level, he’s praying to her.  To Alex.  Praying to her highlight reel and stats and perfect free throw percentage as if she’s going to be the one to deliver him from evil.  That, or at least help him keep his job for a couple more years.  And she resents it.  She never asked to be anybody’s savior, let alone their meal ticket.
“Tight-ass,” she mutters under her breath, the nickname she and her teammates have for their coach.  Her hand automatically flits to the long scar running up her neck and the black tribal tattoo that partially covers it.  Another nervous tick she has, but this one’s only six months old.
Somebody elbows her hard in the side, and her head snaps in the direction of the elbow only to see Iris glaring hard at her.
“What?” Alex mouths, and Iris nods towards the center of the court.
Oh, right.  The national anthem.  Alex quickly moves her hand from the side of her neck to her her heart and tries to figure out where they’re at in the song.
“…the bombs bursting in air…”
But she shouldn’t have looked over there, towards the singer standing in the center of the spotlight.  Because just beyond the spotlight, with all of them standing in a pretty row, megaphones and pom poms resting respectfully on the ground at their feet, are the cheerleaders.
And one cheerleader’s missing.  She’s been missing since that night, long before basketball season started.  Missing before football tailgating and back to school blow-outs.  Missing when the rest of the cheerleaders were doing their summer conditioning and workouts.
(Cassie.)
Alex didn’t mean to look at the cheerleaders, and she didn’t mean to think her name, but now it’s too late — the two syllables bounce around inside her skull, screaming painfully like microphone feedback nobody has the sense to turn off.
(Cassie.  Cassie.  “Cassie?…
Cassie!”)  
Just like that, that night is back again, and she’s reliving it like it was yesterday, cradling a broken, bloody body, not caring about the searing pain coming from her own neck, not caring about the smell of smoke and gasoline, or the —
“Lex,” a voice beside her says, snapping her out of the flashback.  It’s Iris again, and she’s still glaring at Alex, but now there’s something in her expression that might actually be concern.
Alex blinks herself back into the present.  The anthem’s over, the singer’s gone, the lights are on full-blast, the cheerleaders are… Yeah, probably best not to look at the cheerleaders.  
She wobbles a little as she follows Iris over to the circle of players that’s gathered around Coach Tynan.  Alex stands to the right and slightly behind Anika, using the taller girl as a screen so that Tight-ass can’t see her directly.  Just in case her eyes are as bloodshot as they feel.
“This is it, ladies,” he says above the din of the crowd and announcers and music.  “We win this, we’re one game closer to winning the conference.  There’s already a seat for us at the tournament, we know that, but this is the game that shows them we’re a top-seed team.  Not second seed.  Not third seed.  Top seed — that’s what I want to see tonight.  Now get out there, give me a full forty minutes of hustle, a full forty minutes of heart, forty minutes of…”
Alex zones through the rest of Coach’s motivational speech, through his last minute reminders of the other team’s wing with the sweet three-point touch, through him telling Anika not to get into foul trouble, totally, completely zones until he calls “Hands in!” and Alex automatically reaches in with the rest of the team, piling her hand on top of the rest and yelling, 
“GO RAIDERS!”
They leave their bench to line up for tip-off, and when Anika passes Alex, the taller girl leans over and sniffs Alex loudly.  Her whole face clouds with anger, and she directs a, “Really?  You motherfucker,” at Alex before she stalks past to face off against the other team’s tallest player.
Alex, for her part, just shrugs and falls back to her spot a few paces behind Anika.  
So she downed a couple shots before game time.  Sue her.  It’s been a hard week, okay?  Maybe none of the rest of them remember, but tonight’s the six-month anniversary of that night.  
Besides, it’s not like a little pre-game drinking ever hurt her performance before.  Hell, she was downright tipsy at the start of their last home game, but that turned out fine, didn’t it?  She still came away with the second highest score on the team.
Except now there’s a grunt and a ball flying over her head, and normally Alex would leap like a gazelle and already have it in her hands by now, but this time the ball’s somehow gotten past her, it shouldn’t have, and she’s turning towards it — she’s feeling sort of off-balance — and the next thing you know —
Alex trips over her own feet.  She tries to get up, stumbles.  Trips a second time.  And by the time she’s really got her feet under her, the Lady Wolves already have the ball and are racing away towards the other end of the court.  Alex follows them in an unbalanced, mad dash, nearly bowling over Ophelia on the way.  She’s way behind the other team’s point guard, and the girl kisses in an easy lay-up for two before Alex even makes the key.
This might be a long game.
She’s waiting for Ophelia to inbound the ball to her when she hears an airhorn and feels a tap on her shoulder.  Turning — a bit unsteadily — she sees Nia smirking down at her.  Nia doesn’t say anything, just jerks her thumb towards the bench.
Confused as to why the second-string point guard is subbing in for her less than ten seconds into the game, Alex glances over towards Coach Tynan.  But old long, bald, and ugly has his jaw clenched and both fists on his hips and doesn’t so much as wave her over.  Reluctantly, Alex jogs to where Coach stands sentry on the sidelines.
“What the hell?” she asks him, both palms upturned before her in a gesture somewhere between anger and confusion.
Instead of answering right away, he leans towards her and sniffs, just like Anika had done before tip-off.  He barely opens his mouth when he hisses out, “Sit.  Down.”
Alex knows when she’s been made.  She does what she’s told, flopping onto a folding chair and reaching for a towel automatically.  She doesn’t really need the towel, though, she realizes.  She wasn’t out there long enough to break a sweat.
Hell of a way to start a game.
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Four games.  Alex gets suspended for four freaking games.  That’s most of what’s left of the regular season.  She hasn’t missed that many games since she came down with pneumonia as a freshman in high school and missed an entire weekend tournament.
But that’s not the worst part about it.  The worst part is that she doesn’t even get to be chewed out by Coach Tynan in private.  She walks into his office the next day for her scheduled appointment and he’s there; Anika, the team’s co-captain, is there; both assistant coaches are there; and the Dean of Athletics is there.  
The dean?
This isn’t an ordinary chew-out; this is a goddamned coup, Alex realizes.  She slumps into the hot seat chair in the center that’s been left open for her and crosses her arms against her chest.  
Damned if she’s going to apologize for anything.  
She manages to keep her face neutral, looking unimpressed as she tunes most of Coach’s little tirade out.  When the fed-up looks Anika’s throwing her way turn into straight-up daggers, she ignores her, too.  
But when Coach finishes, the dean clears his throat and says, “Alex, we’re concerned about you.  Coach Tynan is concerned, your other coaches are concerned, your teammates are concerned.  I’m concerned.”
She swallows back a snort.
He’s concerned?  He doesn’t even know Alex.  She’s pretty sure this is the first time they’ve ever even spoken.
“As a condition for you finishing out the season with the team once your suspension is over, we want you to start seeing a counselor.”
“A counselor?” Alex echoes, sitting up straighter but keeping both arms folded tightly across her chest.  “What, like a shrink?”
The dean — Alex can’t even remember his name — shakes his head no.  “Not a psychiatrist, Alexis.  A counselor.  Someone you can talk to about… well, about what you’ve been through this year.  I understand you’ve lost someone important to you?  Before the school year started?”
(Cassie.  Cassie.  “Cassie?!”)
Alex’s brow furrows, and her gaze slides from the dean over to Anika.  Alex hopes her glower clearly says, “Traitor,” but Anika doesn’t look away.  She actually tilts her head to the side and quirks a brow, answering Alex’s silent accusation with a challenge of her own.
Alex clears her throat, realizing that the dean is still waiting for an answer to his question.  “Yeah,” she mumbles, “there was an… accident…”
“And according to your teammates, ever since that accident, you haven’t been yourself,” the dean says.  “They tell me, and Coach Tynan tells me, that you refuse to talk about it.  They also told me — and this is what I find really troublesome, Alexis — that this isn’t the first time you’ve showed up to a game or a practice inebriated.  According to what I’ve heard, it’s been happening on and off all year.”  
He puts a hand on Alex’s knee, and Alex supposes it’s meant to be a caring, grandfatherly gesture, but frankly it creeps her out for some old guy she doesn’t know to be touching her, so she shifts her leg away.  
“You shouldn’t have to deal with this alone,” the dean says, full to the brim of condescending sympathy.  “But if you won’t talk to your friends, you need to talk to someone.”
 
#
 
Covering their asses.  
That’s what Rosemont University is doing.  They’re sending her to a goddamned counselor so that they can say they did everything they could for Alex.  And if she screws up worse next time — if she gets arrested for a drunk and disorderly, if she starts a bar fight, if she gets pulled over while high or drunk, if she whatevers, well, the school can say “we tried.”  They can point to the suspension, to the counseling sessions, and they can shrug and say, “We did what we could, but Alexis Woods, despite being a gifted athlete, is a troubled young woman.”
This is what runs through Alex’s head at her first counseling session, as she sits in the cushy armchair across from the late-thirties-early-forties guy with the bald head and trim brown beard.  He’s got kind eyes and a kind, warm-hearted smile, and this way of not judging her that almost makes her feel comfortable with him, but she sits in nearly complete silence for that first session anyway, answering in monosyllables when she answers at all.
The second session goes the same way, and the third session starts out like the other two, but two-thirds of the way through, he puts the tablet he’s been taking notes in down and tells Alex, “Please don’t put me in a position of having to tell the athletic department that you haven’t been cooperating with our sessions.”
This gets Alex’s attention.  She tries to stare the man down, but he won’t blink.  After a few seconds, she says, “My suspension’s halfway over already.”
“Yes, but the dean made it clear to me that you’re to attend counseling sessions with me for the rest of the school year if you want to keep your place on the team.  Along with your scholarship.”
Alex narrows her eyes, and when she speaks again, she uses the cold, deathly calm voice that’s intimidated both men and women her whole life.  
“Did you just threaten my scholarship?”
“No,” he says, answering her fierce gaze without a flinch.  “You’re doing that without my help.  Given that you’ve shown up to two games drunk and at least as many practices — that we know of — your scholarship has been under threat for a while now.”  The kind eyes take on a hard glint that matches Alex’s own expression.  “You might be the biggest player the Lady Raiders have had in decades, Alexis, but don’t think for a moment this school is going to let you endanger its reputation.  They’ll drop you before they let you do that.”
Alex considers this for a moment.  His words are honest, she realizes.  “I can’t lose my scholarship.  There’s no way my grandfather and I can afford this school without it.”
He nods.  “Then take what we’re doing here seriously.  I know you’re hurting.  People who aren’t hurting — ”
“I’m not hurting.”
He closes his eyes momentarily, and Alex knows she’s trying his patience.  “I was going to say, ‘People who aren’t hurting don’t show up drunk to basketball games.’”
“Really?” Alex asks wryly.  “Because I’m pretty sure half the stadium is drunk or getting that way at every game.  At least in the student section.”
“They’re spectators.  Not the starting point guard.”
Alex picks at a frayed patch on the armchair but doesn’t say anything.
Tom — that’s her new counselor — leans forward, resting his forearms on his knees.  “You don’t have to talk about the accident that took your girlfriend’s life — not today.  And you don’t have to tell me about her.  But start by admitting that you miss her, Alexis.”
Unexpectedly, Alex’s eyes brim with tears.  She doesn’t let any of them fall; they disappear again almost as quickly as they came.  She’s always been uniquely talented in that department, the holding back emotion department.  It’s something Cassie used to complain about all the — 
“I miss her,” Alex squeaks out before she can stop the words from escaping her throat.
Tom sits back up.  Picks up the tablet again.  “Good,” he says.  “That’s progress.”  He glances over Alex’s shoulder at the clock ticking on the wall behind her.  “We’ll finish a few minutes early today, alright?  Call it tit for tat.  But listen,” he adds, and he reaches behind him, fumbling around for something on his heavy oak desk.  His hand comes back with a business card in it, which he extends to Alex.  “I have a friend, another therapist, who runs a group therapy session for Rosemont kids who’ve lost someone every Thursday evening.  I’d like you to attend a couple sessions.”
Alex doesn’t take the card, just stares at it.
“When we’re in pain,” Tom goes on, still holding the card in front of him, “any kind of pain, really, one thing that makes it worse is when we feel like we’re all alone in what we’re going through.  That feeling of isolation, that feeling that the people around you don’t understand… group therapy is a way to connect to other people going through the same things you’re going through.”
He’s waiting for her to say something.  She doesn’t.
Tom pulls a pen from his breast pocket and writes a time and a room number on the business card.  “Five PM on Thursdays.  This same building we’re in now, but one floor down.  Room 201.  You don’t even have to call my friend, okay?  Just show up.”
“I can’t.”
“I know it feels that way now, but — ”
“No, I mean I can’t go.  Five PM on Thursdays, I have practice.”
“I think Coach Tynan will understand if you have to — ”
Alex scoffs.  “You don’t miss practice with Tynan.  Practice is not optional.  Ever.  For anything.”
“But this is — ”
“Look, Tom.  Coach is not going to let me miss practice in order to go to group therapy.  Regardless of any arrangement he made with the dean.  I can’t go.”
And she surprises herself at being disappointed by that fact.  Or almost disappointed, at least.  Not that she’s ready to talk about Cassie with a group of complete strangers, but the idea that she could at least be around other people going through the same stuff she’s going through… well, it sounds better than sitting in a room alone with Tom and trying her best to ignore him two mornings per week.
Tom sighs and stands up from his seat.  He walks around to other side of the desk, leaning over his keyboard.  “Okay,” he says, typing something in.  “I can’t say I particularly appreciate your coach putting basketball practice ahead of your mental health, but okay.”
That’s the moment Alex decides that Tom isn’t so bad.  For a fleeting second, she even thinks that if she’d met him sooner, maybe she wouldn’t be in this position now.  Maybe she wouldn’t be sitting the bench, with everyone from the kids in the campus dining hall to the reporters on ESPN speculating about which “team rule” she broke to get herself suspended for four games. 
Tom scribbles something on a Post-It note and hands it to her.  “Here.  This is a different group.  They meet Sunday afternoons at a church off-campus.  I’m assuming that won’t interfere with practice.  You have a way to get off-campus?”
Alex nods, swallows a lump in her throat.  The motorcycle’s long gone, but her grandfather gave her his old truck.
“Okay, good.  This one’s a little different.  It’s a grief group for people who’ve lost partners or spouses, so on one level it matches what you’re going through a little better, but since it’s not a campus group, be prepared that you might be one of the younger people there.”
Alex folds the Post-It note in half and sticks it in the breast pocket of her black leather jacket.
“One more thing,” Tom says, reaching into a desk drawer.  He pulls out a sheet of paper and hands it to Alex.  “The therapist who leads this group, her name is Mary.  Get her to sign this for you, and bring it back to me on Tuesday.”
Alex scowls at this, in part because she was just starting to like Tom, and now he’s treating her like a child who can’t be trusted.  She’s also scowling because she was already thinking that maybe she could blow the group off and just claim she’d been there.  Now she has no choice but to go.  
“Fine,” she grumps when she takes the paper.  She folds it a few times and it disappears into the same pocket as the Post-It note.  “Can I go now?”
“Yeah,” Tom nods, waving her to the door.  Her hand’s already on the door handle when he calls at her back, “I know it doesn’t feel like it yet, but you made progress today, Alexis.  You did.”
She pauses for a moment, hand on the door handle.  “It’s Alex.”
“What?”
“Nobody calls me Alexis but my family.  Call me Alex.”
“Thank you for telling me.”
She shrugs, then leaves the cozy office, not caring that she slams the door a little too hard behind her.
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The basement room in the church is moldy enough that Alex’s nose starts running the second she sits down in the rusted metal folding chair.  She’s resting a styrofoam cup filled with lukewarm black coffee on her thigh, hoping caffeine will help her hangover.  She doesn’t usually drink her coffee black, but instead of real creamer, they only had the powdered stuff, and she’d rather have it black than put that crap in her coffee.
She almost didn’t make it to the grief group this morning — slept in late after a night of partying a little too hard, but then she remembered the folded up paper in her jacket pocket she’s supposed to get signed and Tom’s threat about her scholarship, and she decided she ought to show up after all.  At least once.  At least until she can learn to forge the therapist’s signature.  
Alex glances around the room, trying hard not to meet anybody’s eye.  Tom was right about her being one of the younger people there.  She’s not just “younger,” she’s the youngest.  By far.  Across from her is a fat older guy who looks old enough to be her father, tall with a bushy beard and a faded tattoo on one bicep.  At least he looks like he could be cool.  Next to him is a middle-aged woman with poofy brown hair, whose eyes are already red-rimmed with tears and who’s clutching a crumpled wet tissue in one hand.  On the other side of the middle-aged woman is an elderly lady with curly white hair, and she literally has a walker beside her.  
A walker.  
As if Alex didn’t feel out of place already.  Out of the other five or six people in the room, the youngest one other than Alex is a girl who looks to be about thirty.  She’s got a nose ring and long, unkempt red-brown hair, and Alex makes a mental note that she’s not bad-looking and absently wonders which team she plays for.  
Not that she’s trying to pick anybody up this morning, but hey, you never know.  Over the last six months, Crown and Coke has been her first painkiller of choice; girls have been her second.
A woman in her mid-fifties, with frosty, dyed blonde hair that probably covers up the grey, swoops into the room and takes a chair next to nose ring girl.
“Alright everyone, welcome,” she says, glancing around the circle and acknowledging each person with her eyes.  She seems to pause for a second when she gets to Alex, who looks down into her styrofoam coffee cup.  “For those of you who are joining us for the first time today, this is our weekly grief group for people coping with the loss of a partner or a spouse.  If you thought this was AA, that’s a few rooms down the hall.”
That earns a murmur of a chuckle from a few people, but Alex only frowns.  Next thing she knows, Tom will be sending her to AA, too.  She rubs the spot between her eyebrows with the heel of one palm, hoping no one will notice how hungover she is.
“Let’s get started with introductions, then,” the woman continues.  “My name is Mary.  I’m a grief counselor and I lead this group every week.  And I also lost my husband Eric twelve years ago to cancer.”
Alex glances up at this news, mildly surprised.  Mary’s voice didn’t change when she said it; she added the detail about her husband in as if she was commenting on the day’s weather or the crappy quality of the church basement coffee.  Maybe that meant she was over her husband’s death?  She probably should be.  Twelve years was a long time, after all.
“Welcome, Mary,” the rest of the group chants in unison when she finishes her introduction.
Mary gestures at the woman sitting next to her — the thirty year-old with the nose ring — and the lady says, “My name’s Hannah.  I lost my boyfriend Max to an overdose about… well, one-hundred ninety-two days and twelve hours ago.”  Hannah lets out a derisive half-laugh.  “Not that I’m counting.”
“Welcome, Hannah,” everybody says, and that’s when Alex’s stomach starts to twist into knots, because she sees where this is going.  Sooner or later, the group’s going to get around to her, and she’s going to have to say it out-loud, the name she’s only uttered in her head and in her dreams for the last six months.  She squirms as the next two people speak — the old lady with the walker and the middle-aged woman with the crumpled tissue — and only tunes back in when the big guy with the beard speaks.
“I’m Augustus — most people call me Gus,” he says, and his voice is as low and gravely as Alex thought it should be.  “My partner William died two years ago.  Cancer.”
This time, when everybody chants, “Welcome, Gus,” Alex adds her voice, too — it’s a mumble, granted, but for some reason she feels like she could get along with Gus, so she feels obligated to at least try.
But crap.  Now it’s her turn.
She lifts her eyes from the coffee cup sitting on her leg long enough to see that everyone’s staring at her expectantly, waiting for her introduction.  She clears her throat.
“Alex,” she announces simply.  “And, my, uh… my — ”
Door hinges screech behind her, and Alex turns her head instinctively as a girl her own age sort of half-rushes, half-stumbles into the room.  Despite the fact that it’s late February and cold as a bitch outside, the girl’s only wearing an unbuttoned denim jacket over a plain black tee, which hangs loosely over skinny jeans.  The messenger bag slung over her shoulder bounces behind her as she clumps towards the open chair beside Alex.  The bag looks beat-up, and Alex observes that the rest of her looks a little beat-up, too.  
For starters, her hair is this awful, fake dyed-red color, the cheap kind of coloring you get from a generic grocery store brand.  The sides of her hair are  pulled back in two messy braids tied in a loose knot at the back of her head, like she wanted to keep her hair from her face but was just too damn lazy to actually pull her hair back into a bun or a ponytail.  Purple shadows beneath both eyes stand out in such sharp contrast to her pale skin that they’re practically bruises, and something black streaks down both of her hands like she’s been painting or using a black marker or something and never bothered to scrub it off afterwards.
She drops into the chair next to Alex, lets her messenger bag slide off her shoulder and fall onto the floor with a plop.
“Sorry I’m late, guys,” she tells the room.
“Graham,” Mary says evenly, but Alex notices her mouth is tight around the name.  “Glad you could join us.”
The girl with the terrible red dye job nods.  She crosses her legs and then her arms against her chest.  Now that she’s closer, Alex notes that she’s got the black stuff smeared down her cheek, too.
Mary turns back to Alex.  “Alex?  Did you want to finish your introduction?”
Alex quickly shifts her eyes off the girl and back to Mary.  Half the room is staring at her again; half the room is giving Graham an annoyed stink-eye.  Alex figures it’s better they’re distracted; she didn’t want their undivided attention, anyway.
“My girlfriend, Cassie, died in a motorcycle accident six months ago,” she lets out in a fast mumble.  Out of the corner of her eye, she sees the fake red-head look over at her, like it’s taken her until now to realize there’s someone sitting next to her.
“Welcome, Alex,” they all say except for the red-head.
It’s the red-head’s turn for introductions now.  “I’m Graham.  I killed my boyfriend, Sean, and a mutual friend of ours, Mariana.  It’s been… what, eight months?  Nine months now?  Something like that.”
But instead of everyone saying, “Welcome, Graham,” there’s this heavy, expectant pause in the room.  Hannah raises an eyebrow and glances towards Mary, waiting for something.  
Alex wonders what Graham did to make everyone hold their breath like this.  Besides flouncing in late.
“Graham?” Mary says, and again Alex notices how her face is placid but her voice is strained.  “I thought we were done using this language of ‘killing’ Sean and Mariana?”
Gus’s chair creaks when he leans forward in his seat to peer around Alex at Graham.  “It was a car accident, sweetie.  Don’t say you ‘killed’ someone unless you actually pulled out a gun and shot them.”
Graham’s lips purse and she shrugs nonchalantly, a gesture that says, Have it your way, but I know what I know.  “Alright.  Sean and Mariana died in a car
accident.  And I happened to be driving.  While completely fucking drunk.  Better?”
“Slightly better,” Gus agrees with a wink, while the rest of the room breaks out in an uneven, broken chorus of “Welcome, Graham.”  
Alex is a little late with her own welcome, so the “ — aham” comes out a second after everyone else is already silent.  It makes her cheeks burn a little, and she finds she already resents the girl sitting next to her for making her sound like a fool.
Mary takes control of the room’s attention again, pulling everyone’s eyes back to her when she says, “I’m so glad all of you could make it this morning.  Now, who wants to get us started?  Who has something to share?”
“I do,” says the middle-aged woman with the soggy tissue.  She half raises her hand, waiting for Mary to nod to her before she begins to speak.  “I was cleaning out my attic yesterday afternoon,” she begins, “and found a whole box of George’s old shirts.  They were supposed to go to Goodwill after he died, I think, but somehow they…”
The woman drones on.  And Alex is about to crawl out of her skin.
She felt crappy before she even got here, head pounding with a hangover and eyes burning from staying up too late the night before.  Now this woman has to boo-hoo to everyone about her husband’s old shirts and how they still smell like him?  Why is she doing this to Alex?  
Because Alex has been working hard for six months to forget about the grocery bag stuffed in a corner at the bottom of her closet, the one with the extra sets of panties and bras and shirts and skirts Cassie used to keep at Alex’s place for when she spent the night.  And it wasn’t just clothes, either — there’s an extra make-up bag, too, plus an extra toothbrush, a can of spray deodorant, even one of those little mini-toothpaste things you reserve for taking on airplanes.  
Alex had laughed when she found the mini-toothpaste tube, dangling it in front of Cassie and telling her, You can use my toothpaste, you know. It doesn’t have cooties, but Cassie had only smiled and said, I know.  But I just… feel better organized this way.
Because that was Cassie.  Never caught unprepared.  Never sloppy.  Never disorganized.  Always neat and orderly and all of her ducks in a row.  Always…
(“Cassie?… Cassie!”)
The hour goes by like that, with people “sharing” and giving each other sympathetic nods and knee-pats and smiles.  It makes Alex feel sick to her stomach, and after her introduction, she doesn’t utter a word.  
Neither does the red-head next to her.  Graham keeps her legs folded and her hands tucked beneath her crossed arms the whole time, barely moving a muscle except for the foot that bounces up and down while she pretends to listen.  
But she’s not listening, Alex knows.  And Alex knows because she’s not really listening, either.
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Alex leans against the brick wall on the handicap ramp outside the church’s main entrance, finishing a second cup of lukewarm coffee.  The day’s cold, but at least the sun’s out, and she sucks in the bright light the way a drowning man sucks in air when he finally breaks the water’s surface.  
She’s supposed to meet Ophelia and her boyfriend, Lawrence, for brunch, but she’s thinking about canceling.  Iris and Ophelia are the two best wingmen a point guard could ever wish for, but Ophelia in particular has this way of probing Alex, trying to get her to “open up” that Alex doesn’t need right now.  Not after an entire hour of listening to other people’s sob stories about their dead husbands and wives and boyfriends and their stupid musk-smelling shirts.
The door to the church’s main sanctuary creaks open, but Alex doesn’t think much about it until she sees the fake red-head sauntering down the handicap ramp towards her, digging through her pockets in search of something as she walks.
She stops across from Alex, leaning back and propping the heel of one foot against the metal railing behind her as she produces a pack of cigarettes from her jacket pocket.  She shakes the box, pulls out a cigarette with her teeth, then goes back to patting down her pockets, searching for something else.
“Hey,” she says to Alex after a few seconds, mumbling around the cigarette.  “Do you happen to have a light?”
Alex shakes her head, even though she’s pretty sure there’s a lighter in the truck.  “I don’t smoke.”
Graham stops her search long enough to look Alex up and down.  She grins, plucking the cigarette from between her lips.  “Not tobacco products, maybe,” she says.  When Alex doesn’t reply, the red-head says, “C’mon.  Don’t tell me you don’t have a lighter somewhere in one of those many pockets of yours.”  
Graham waves the unlit cigarette at Alex’s leather motorcycle jacket, which indeed has several zippered pockets, and at Alex’s black cargo pants, which admittedly has no fewer than six additional pockets.  But there’s a chain that leads from the wallet in her back pocket to an otherwise empty belt loop on her hip, and she supposes her phone and her keys are stuffed into her jacket somewhere, but otherwise, her pockets are empty.
Alex shakes her head again.  “I don’t have a lighter on me.”  Hesitates, curses herself before the words even leave her lips.  “I think there’s one in my truck, though.”
Graham sweeps her hand towards the half-full parking lot.  “Lead on,” she says.
Alex sighs and crushes the empty styrofoam coffee cup in her hand, dropping it in a trashcan at the bottom of the ramp as she heads for her granddad’s old black Toyota Tacoma.  She doesn’t turn to see if Graham’s following her, but she can hear the other girl’s footsteps behind her.  Even when she gets to the truck, she doesn’t turn around to look at Graham, just throws the door open, steps up on the running board, and leans into the cab, fishing around in the center console through sunglasses and parking tickets and old air fresheners until she comes up with a yellow Bic.
She tosses it to Graham without warning, but the girl’s reflexes are better than Alex expected, and she snatches it from the air one-handed.
“Thanks,” Graham says, leaning against the truck and sticking the cigarette  between two full lips while she cups her hands over the tip to light up.  
She takes a drag and leans her head back before letting out a long stream of smoke in what sounds like a protracted sigh.  Her blue-grey eyes skate over to Alex, even though she doesn’t rotate her head away from the side of the truck.  
“So what are you in for?” she asks before taking another puff.
Alex raises an eyebrow.  “In for?”
“You had to get little-miss-Mary-quite-contrary to sign your permission slip at the end of group, just like me.  So what are you in for?  DUI?”
Alex shakes her head, bumps the pick-up door shut with her hip.  “I’d never drive drunk.”
Graham lets out a raspy half-laugh that’s utterly devoid of humor.  “Yeah.  Me neither.”  She takes another drag.  “So… You go to State?”
“No,” Alex says, and she thinks about saying, Rosemont, but stops herself.  She doesn’t want to encourage the girl with the bad dye job any more than she already has by offering a light.
“You’re not in school, then?  I thought about dropping out last year.  After the accident, I mean.”  Puff.  “But it’s like, if I’m not in school, what would I do?  Go home?  Sit on my ass and mope?  Deal with my mother nagging me everyday like I’m in high school again?”  She coughs into her fist a few times, flicks the ash from the end of her cigarette.  “Nah.  May as well stay in school.  Nothing better to do.  Try to find a way to pull my grades back up.  ‘You can’t get into medical school with Bs and Cs,’” she says in a high-pitched voice that’s obviously meant to mimic someone else.  Probably her mother, Alex assumes.
Alex isn’t sure what to say, so she doesn’t say anything at all.  
Graham turns her head at last, openly inspecting Alex, like she’d done earlier on the ramp.  For some reason, feeling the blue-grey eyes on her makes heat tingle at the base of Alex’s spine and rise up to the back of her neck.
Graham points at the left side of Alex’s face with her cigarette.  “Cool tattoo,” she says.  She pushes off the truck and tilts her head sideways to get a better look at it, tracing the black ink with her eyes up from Alex’s neck to where it splits into tendrils that crawl halfway up her cheek, down along her jawline.  “It’s like… something in between a tree and a bolt of lightning and some sort of tribal shit.  What’s it mean?”
Alex shrugs.  
It means I’m shattered, she thinks.  It means I have scars that will last the rest of my life, scars I can’t just rub off the way the dried blood washed off my face that night.  Because that’s what the abstract black tattoo really outlines — the jagged, bloody handprint Cassie left on the side of her face and down her neck right before she died in Alex’s arms.
Aloud, Alex states, “It doesn’t mean anything.  I just like the way it looks.”
Graham snorts and drops her half-smoked cigarette to the pavement before crushing it out under the toe of a Converse sneaker that’s as tattered as the rest of her.  “It means something.  People don’t get a tattoo on their face just because it looks cool.  Especially not when the bottom half parallels a scar line.”  She pauses for a moment, squints at the scar.  Her voice drops into something that sounds almost sympathetic.  “Did the tattoo come afterwards?  After she died?”
Alex’s brow furrows and her upper lip curls into something that might be interpreted as a snarl.  “Don’t you have somewhere you need to be, Graham?”
Graham laughs and the flash of sympathy immediately disappears from her eyes and her voice.  “Nuh-uh,” she says, shaking her head.  “Obviously unlike you, I don’t have a driver’s license anymore, so I’m waiting on a ride from my roommate, Rosita.  Who’s always late.  Which was why I was late this morning, by the way.  I’m not, usually.”
Alex yanks open the door of the truck, suddenly tired of this infuriating girl and her strange, infuriating attempts at conversation.  “Well, I do have somewhere to be.  So, uh, I hope your roommate shows up soon.”  She climbs into the truck without waiting for Graham to respond and slams the door hard, putting on her seatbelt before jamming the key in the ignition.  
There’s no reason for letting this girl get under her skin this way, she tells herself.  No reason to feel so angry.  But she can’t help it — she’s frustrated out of nowhere.  There’s also no reason for her to roll down the window, no reason to lean her head out of it, and no reason to tell Graham, “Smoking’ll kill you, y’know.  Next week I’m not giving you a light.”
Graham smiles, and this time it’s not a smirk and it’s not a shit-eating grin and it actually touches her blue-grey eyes, softens her face a bit.  “I know,” she answers quietly.  “See you next week, Alex.”
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Graham’s sitting on the steps of the church, smoking another cigarette — because she finally found her lighter at the bottom of her messenger bag — when Rosita finally shows up twenty minutes later.  She crushes out the cigarette and flicks it away into the bushes before Rosita can see it, because she doesn’t need another person ragging her about her latest bad habit.
The funny thing is, if you can call it funny, is that Graham was never a smoker until After.  It was Sean who smoked.  Sean who, with his scraggly mop of hair and perpetual five o’clock shadow, was the bad boy.  Graham was always a good girl, Before.  More or less.  Yes, she drank; yes, she smoked pot with Sean and his delinquent high school drop-out friends from time to time, but overall, Graham really was good.  Wholesome, even.  So good that Sean had sarcastically called her “Little Miss Perfect” and “Princess” when they first met.  But the words that had been originally meant as an insult eventually became a term of endearment.
Before Sean, she never smoked, other than the occasional toke on the occasional joint.  Before Sean, she’d never driven drunk.
Loosen up, Princess, was what he’d always tell her, poking her playfully when she stressed about an assignment or her nagging mother or her latest sorority service project.
Loosen up, Princess. 
Now she wishes she hadn’t taken his advice quite as much as she did.  Now she wishes a little more of the Before Graham was still around.  But the last of that Graham apparently died the same night Sean and Mariana did.
Now there’s only the After Graham.
“Took you long enough,” she says when she climbs into the passenger’s seat beside Rosita.
“Why, you’re welcome, Graham,” Rosita snipes back sarcastically.  She says something in Spanish under her breath that Graham doesn’t catch, then adds, “Of course I don’t mind being your taxi service.  Of course I don’t have other things to do on Sundays besides carting you around all day.”
“Sorry,” Graham grumbles.  “If that’s how you feel, I can ask Malcolm to take me next week.  Or Hollie.  Or… I don’t know, somebody else.”
Rosita shakes her head as she makes a left-hand turn out of the church parking lot.  “S’alright.  Just… beggars can’t be choosers all the time, okay?”
Graham nods, noting that Rosita doesn’t turn to look at her.
It’s been a rocky road for the roommates since Sean and Mariana died.  Sean was Rosita’s step-brother, after all.  But even though Rosita busts Graham’s chops sometimes, at least she hasn’t sided against Graham like some of their other friends.  Not like Jeff has, or Jeff’s friend Sonja, or Brendan’s ex-girlfriend Gina.  Jeff would rather spit at Graham than look at her, and she can’t blame him.  She knows she deserves every curse and dirty look and vitriol he’s spewed at her.
Graham only wishes Rosita would allow her carry the burden of guilt alone.  Because while it’s true that Rosita was supposed to be the designated driver that night but left the party early with her boyfriend Tip, it doesn’t excuse the fact that Graham was the one who ultimately decided she was okay to drive.  It doesn’t excuse the fact that Brendan tried to stop her and Graham ignored him.  It doesn’t excuse the fact that Sean asked, Should we just call a cab, babe? and she said no.
It doesn’t excuse the fact that she killed her friends, plain and simple, regardless of what Gus said in group today.
She runs a shaky hand through her hair, knowing it looks awful.  She should wash it.  She should shower, really, but that’s just one of many things she should do.  Instead of thinking about her to-do-list, she distracts herself by talking to Rosita.
“There was a new girl in group today.”
“Yeah?” Rosita asks, obviously only half-listening.
“Yeah.  Same age as us.  Lost her girlfriend in a motorcycle accident.”
“Mmm,” Rosita says noncommittally.  She keeps her eyes on traffic.
“I think she… She looks familiar to me, somehow.  I feel like I’ve seen her somewhere before.”
“Around campus?”
“No.  Said she didn’t go to State.”  Graham chews on a cuticle, trying to place Alex’s face.  It’s almost like the tattoo shouldn’t be there.  Almost like if she could erase the tattoo, she’d remember where she knew those hazel eyes and half-shaved, half-braided long dark hair from.  “I feel like… I don’t know, like I’ve seen her on TV or something.”
“Ha, is she a movie star?”
“No… more like… like she’s been on the news or something.”
“If her girlfriend died in a motorcycle accident, maybe that made the news,” Rosita says, and as soon as the words leave her mouth, an uncomfortable curtain of silence lowers between them.  
Rosita doesn’t speak again because she knows she shouldn’t have said it.  Graham doesn’t speak again because she can’t.
Rosita probably didn’t mean to bring it up, but Graham didn’t need the reminder of her unwelcome celebrity status in the weeks following the accident.  
If her locally famous mother wasn’t on city council… if her council-member father hadn’t died so tragically and unexpectedly three and a half years earlier… if she hadn’t blown a 0.09 on the breathalyzer after the accident that night…
If none of those things had happened, Graham probably wouldn’t have woken up the morning After to find her face plastered on the front page of the local paper, right under the headline “City Councilwoman’s Daughter Held Responsible for Two Deaths in Fatal Car Crash.”
But on the other hand, if her parents hadn’t been city council members, if her mother hadn’t dated the district attorney in high school, or hadn’t been good friends with the judge’s wife since childhood, Graham would probably be rotting away in a prison cell for vehicular homicide right now, instead of serving her sixty days behind bars and finishing off her college career with probation, weekly community service, monthly fines, and court-ordered group therapy.
She supposed she was lucky.
Lucky.
The word tasted like cigarette ash in her mouth.
She goes back to chewing on her cuticle, trying to remember where she knows Alex from.
 
#
 
Wednesday night and Alex is at Grounders, the sports bar on the edge of town that decided Wednesdays were officially “Ladies Night.”  Probably they hadn’t intended “Ladies Night” to turn into “Lesbian Night,” but without a real lesbian bar to speak of in the relatively small college town, once word had gotten around that ladies drank for half-price on Wednesdays, Grounders somehow started to fill the gay bar void.  It’s been that way for years now, long before Alex and the rest of the Lady Raiders started coming.  
Alex doesn’t like the scene much anymore, but she shows up most weeks anyway.  It’s something to do.  Especially now, it’s something to occupy her mind and her time while she waits for the last game in her suspension to pass.
She sits at a round, sticky table in the corner a few feet from the dance floor with Anika, Iris, Ophelia, and Lawrence, nursing a beer and picking at the sweating bottle label absent-mindedly with a fingernail.  
Only she and Anika are gay; Iris likes Wednesdays at Grounders because she doesn’t get hit on — by men, anyway — and Ophelia and Lawrence are here because their friends are.  Lawrence has an arm draped around Ophelia’s shoulders; the slight possessiveness almost bothers Alex, but she supposes that letting the rest of the Ladies Night crowd know that Ophelia’s already taken is fair enough.  Alex never let Cassie get too far out of sight at Grounders.  Too many predatory lesbians with too much alcohol coursing through their veins.  Not to mention that the blonde cheerleader was so beautiful that she was basically irresistible, regardless of whether or not she was known to be the long-time girlfriend of Rosemont’s biggest basketball star.
Anika bumps her shoulder into Alex’s and asks over the thump of the dance music, “So how’s therapy going?”
Alex gives her a dark look, a look that says, You know I don’t want to talk about this; why are you bringing it up when we’re supposed to be out having a good time?  
But the others all look at her, waiting expectantly for an answer.  They’re her best friends, Anika and Iris and Ophelia — and, by extension, Lawrence, because she’s learned to trust him, too, over the past couple years.  And her friends guess correctly she’s more likely to open up about her counseling sessions over a couple of beers at Grounders than anywhere else.
So she sighs and shrugs and says, “You know.  It sucks.  But Tom’s alright.”  She takes a swig of beer and adds, “Although… He’s making me go to group therapy on Sundays.”
Anika chuckles; even the ever-serious Iris smiles a bit.  
“Group therapy?” Anika says.  “You mean, like, sitting around in a circle, sharing your feelings and shit?”
“And shit,” Alex agrees with a nod.
But she’s not looking at her friends anymore.
A group of girls at the table next to them keeps glancing over at Alex, whispering behind their hands, breaking into giggles.  There are three of them; Alex starts doing the mental math to predict which one of them will be brave enough to cross the short distance from their table to hers to ask the question.  She’s hoping for the petite, curvy brunette in the center.  The one on the right is a little too busty for Alex’s taste; the one on the left too tomboyish.
Anika follows Alex’s gaze, glancing over her shoulder to size up the other table.  Ophelia, Lawrence, and Iris do the same.
“Chrissakes, Lex,” Anika says, annoyed.  “Again?  You’re like a fucking magnet or something.”
Alex permits herself a small grin.  “What can I say?  When you got it, you got it.”
“You got something, alright,” Anika grumbles, taking a sip of her beer.
“Incoming,” Lawrence mutters before averting his eyes back to his drink.  “In four, three, two…”
And Alex gets her way.  She usually does.  The petite brunette glides over to their table, raking her long hair back and to the side with one hand before looking right at Alex and offering up a shy, “Hi.”
Alex lifts her chin in silent response.
“So are you, uh, I mean, you’re Alex Woods, right?”
Alex thinks it’s Iris she hears groan behind her, but it might’ve come from Lawrence.  
“I am.”
“I… I hope you don’t mind me asking” — I do, Alex thinks — “but my friends and I have a bet going about why you got suspended, and I wondered if you…”
“Coach Tynan caught her fucking some poor girl witless in the locker room after practice.  ‘No sex in the locker room, regardless of gender.’  That’s the team rule she broke,” Anika supplies before the doe-eyed brunette can get the rest of her question out.  Anika waggles her eyebrows at Alex suggestively.  “Right, Woods?”
Alex isn’t sure whether she should be grateful to Anika for trying to help her out or resentful for never giving her a chance to decide if she feels like telling the truth or not.
But she lifts a shoulder and lets it fall anyway, not taking her eyes off the brunette.
The girl gapes.  “Are you — seriously?  That’s why?”
“It is,” Anika confirms, again speaking without giving Alex a chance to answer.  “As a matter of fact, she offers weekly reenactments right here at Grounders… for the right girl and the right price.”
Alex cuts her eyes sideways to her friend, growling out a warning, because that was in poor taste, even Anika.  “Anika.  Stand down.”
Anika gives Alex a mock salute.
Alex turns back to the girl, gives her a carefree, crooked smile.  “Don’t mind my very rude friend.  She gets like this whenever she drinks.  So who won the bet?”
The girl looks over her shoulder to her friends, who are all watching her expectantly.  “No one, actually,” she admits.  “I don’t think any of us would’ve guessed that’s a… a team rule.”
Alex nods solemnly, then lies with an easy charm she reserves for moments like this one.  “It is.  Coach prefers that we don’t mix business with pleasure.  Which rule did you think I broke?”
The brunette shrugs with a tinge of embarrassment and finger-combs her hair back again.  “We all thought it was something more ordinary than that — you know, like showing up late for practice — ”
“Alex’s never been late to anything in her life,” Ophelia chirps.
“ — or staying out past some kind of curfew — ”
Anika snorts.  “Coach?  Enforcing a curfew on us?  I’d really like to see him try.”
“ — or, I don’t know, like drinking too much or something.”  When no one interrupts her on her last point, she keeps going.  “Whoever won the bet was going to buy you a drink, but, uh… since all three of us lost, can we buy you and your friends a round?”
Alex drains the rest of her beer and sets it on the table with a definitive clink, then rises from her seat.  “I’ll walk you to the bar.” 
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For the better part of an hour, there’s drinking and flirting and dancing with the brunette — whose name is either Leah or Liana, but Alex can’t exactly remember which — and it starting to spike Alex’s temperature.  Leah / Liana is practically polite at first, that or shy, and even though Alex makes her interest is clear, the girl keeps a few inches between her and the basketball player, careful not to bump hips or chests as they dance.  But once they finish off a second Crown and Coke, whatever held the other girl back seems to dissolve, and now she sidles up to Alex, one hand wrapped behind her back,  the other hand hanging loose and free, sometimes running down Alex’s toned arm, sometimes raking her hair out of her face in a way that’s starting to turn Alex on.
Leah / Liana — and the more she thinks about it, the more she’s sure it’s Liana — is the better dancer of the two of them, so Alex’s hands settle on the other girl’s hips, letting her movements guide Alex’s own.  She’s so close now that Alex could practically rest her chin on top of the girl’s head, but she doesn’t, because that was a gesture of affection reserved for an entirely different petite girl.
How can you be so graceful on the court and such a klutz on the dance floor? she remembers Cassie asking her the first time they danced at Grounders.
Alex had laughed.  I’m not that bad, am I?
You’re not that good, either.
Maybe you can teach me.
Cassie’s eyes changed from lightly teasing to something more… intense.  I’m sure there’s a lot I can teach you.
When the music changes from bump-and-grind to romantic and intimate, Alex leans down and says into Liana’s ear, “Let’s get some air.”
She waits for the girl to nod, then tangles their hands together and tugs her past the restrooms towards the bar’s back door.  She doesn’t stop tugging when they get outside, but leads Liana around the corner of the building, into an alleyway that she knows from past experience tends to be deserted by this time of night.
Alex doesn’t waste time with words.  She pins Liana’s back against the brick wall, pausing only long enough to check that the other girl’s eyes are as smoky with desire as her own before she dives into a rough, wet kiss.  Liana responds as if she’s been waiting for Alex to kiss her all night; she digs both hands around Alex’s ass, pulling her in so that the last inch between them disappears completely.
Alex’s hands roam down Liana’s body while her mouth roams down the girl’s jaw, throat, collarbone.  The brunette’s so small that Alex feels like she has to almost bend in half to reach her, so rather than get a crick in her neck, she hooks her hands under Liana’s thighs and hoists her up — and Liana complies, wrapping her legs around Alex’s waist and her arms around her neck.  But Alex soon finds that the position makes it impossible for her hands to go where they really want, which is underneath the waistband of the girl’s skinny jeans.
Damn skinny jeans, she thinks to herself, not for the first time, and sets Liana back on her feet before moving both her hands to the button at the top of the jeans.
“Is it okay?” she asks in a hoarse whisper, wrapping her long, slender basketball player’s fingers around the button.
The girl nods and swallows in response.  Her eyes are closed.  “Don’t stop,” she breathes.
Alex takes it as consent and grants the girl’s wish.  With one deft twist, she’s got the button undone; a second later she’s tugging at the zipper, then at both pant legs.  She doesn’t want the poor girl to completely lose her pants, not in a dark alleyway twenty feet from the bar’s back parking lot, but the damn skinny jeans aren’t giving her space to work.
“Here,” Liana says, taking her hands off Alex’s waist long enough to help with the problem of the jeans.  Both girls let out a breathy giggle at the conundrum, and then Alex is back to work a moment later, happily observing through the haze of her drunkenness that Liana wears only a skimpy red thong.
Alex flattens her hand against the slightly damp skin of Liana’s bare stomach, slides it down slowly past her navel, past the sparse trail of short, kinky hair, down until her fingers glide under the red thong and into the warm triangle of hair below.  Down further until she finds the warm, wet spot between Liana’s legs.
The girl moans into Alex’s neck, digs fingernails into her back.  Even through the layers of the long-sleeve denim shirt and tank top she’s wearing, Alex knows the nails will leave a mark.
She presses hard into Liana, moving first one of her player’s fingers, then another, then a third into the girl.  Liana lets out another muffled moan into Alex’s shoulder, clenching and riding the long-fingered hand beneath her for all she’s worth.  Nails scrape down Alex’s back, and the kiss Alex’s planting on Liana’s neck transforms into a light bite.
It only takes a matter of minutes for Alex to finish the job, and when she does, both girls deflate against the brick wall, gasping for air.  Alex pulls her hand out slowly, gently — the only act of genuine tenderness she’s offered to Liana all night.  When she’s out completely, she presses both palms against the wall, pushing back from Liana far enough to look down into the girl’s doe-brown eyes.
The eyes open of their own accord, as if sensing Alex’s gaze.  “Thank you,” Liana whispers between pants.  “That was… this is the best Wednesday night I’ve had in a long time.”
Alex smiles, doesn’t answer.  Kisses the tip of the girl’s freckled nose.
Liana reaches under the edge of Alex’s layers of shirts and hooks an index finger over the waistband of Alex’s cargo pants, fumbling with the button below.  
But Alex gingerly wraps her clean hand around the girl’s wrist, pulls her hand away from her pants.  “It’s okay,” she says.  “Not tonight.”
Liana nods.  
Brown eyes search Alex’s face for a moment, and the petite brunette asks, hesitantly, “Do you… Could we do this again sometime?”
“Fuck?” Alex asks without any trace of malice, honestly not sure if that’s what Liana means.
“No… See each other again.  Maybe go out sometime.”
Alex pushes off the wall, straightens her shirt, wipes her wet hand against her pants leg.  “I’m sorry,” she says, shaking her head.  “I thought you knew this was just a…”
She trails off, not sure how to finish the sentence.  Alex didn’t always used to be like this, preferring quick, dirty, alleyway sex to real intimacy.  But it’s how it is now; it’s all she’s really interested in, all she can really handle, and she doesn’t know how to say that to the petite brunette in front of her.
Liana breaks eye contact, pulls her skinny jeans back up with a wiggle of her hips, brushes her hands down the front of her shirt.  
“No, I know.  You’re right — forget I asked.  No biggie.  Seriously.”  She looks up, meets Alex’s eyes.  Tentatively, she says, “I’m sorry, you know.  We all are — I mean, for what happened to your girlfriend.  The cheerleader?” she adds, as if Alex needs to be reminded who she’s talking about.
“I’ve got to go,” Alex says gruffly to the stranger before her, the girl whose name she’s only ninety percent sure is actually Liana.  She takes a step back.  “If you see my friends inside, tell them I walked home, okay?”
“Yeah,” Liana nods.  “Okay.”
“See you around.”
“See you around, Alex.” 
But Alex has already turned her back on the brunette.
She leaves the alleyway without looking back, hunching her shoulders against the cold.  She should go back in for her leather jacket, but she knows Anika will look after it — or Iris will, if Anika gets too drunk.  
She doesn’t want to go back in to find her friends right now.  Doesn’t want to face their knowing looks — Iris’s disapproval, Anika’s smirk, Ophelia and Lawrence’s shared concern.  So she walks around the far side of the building, hands shoved into her pockets, head down against the biting winter wind.
And it’s because her head’s down — and because she’s moderately drunk — that she doesn’t see the sloppy, giggling couple that comes stumbling out of Grounders’ front door at the same moment that she rounds the corner.  The collision only lasts a moment, but Alex runs into them hard enough that she half knocks over one of the girls.  Even drunk, Alex is faster than most, and so she automatically reaches out a hand to steady the girl, pulling her up by her bicep before she can hit the ground.
“Watch where you’re going, asshole!” the falling girl’s companion snarls.  The snarler is lean and tall, with blonde dreadlocks and two eyebrow rings.  While Alex clutches one of the girl’s biceps, blonde dreadlocks clutches the other.  It occurs to Alex that with each of them holding an arm, it probably looks like they’re about to play tug-of-war with the girl between them.
“Sorry,” Alex mumbles, glancing down at the falling girl for the first time.
And she freezes.
Because it’s not a random stranger.  It’s the girl with the bad dye job from Sunday’s support group — Graham.
Graham recognizes Alex at the same moment that Alex recognizes her.  She stands up straight again, but sways a little, and when she slurs her next words, Alex realizes she’s really, really trashed.  
“Heyyyyy, I know you,” she says to Alex, waggling an unsteady finger.  “Thanks again for the light.”
“C’mon, Graham,” blonde dreadlocks says, tugging a little on Graham’s arm.  
Graham stumbles against her friend.  “Stop yaaaanking on me, Nikki,” she whines, trying to fix her eyes on Blonde Dreadlocks.  “I know this girl.  She’s my friend from, ummm, from…”  But even in her stupor, Graham manages not to give away the sensitive, personal reason she knows Alex.  “From church.  She’s my friend from church.”
“Church?” Nikki questions, both eyebrow rings dipping doubtfully.
“Yep.  Church.”  
Nikki nods at Alex briskly — Alex supposes it’s as close to an apology as she’s going to get from Blonde Dreadlocks — and goes back to the business guiding Graham away from the bar, but Graham staggers and turns back one more time to wave at Alex, heedless of Nikki’s insistent tug.  
“See you at church on Sunday, Alex.  I won’t be late this time, honest.”
Alex, halfway between amused and annoyed, starts to lift her hand to return the goodbye wave, but when she realizes how stupid that is, she lets her hand drop back to her side again.
Infuriating girl.  She probably won’t even remember that she ran into Alex by the morning.
Wait… didn’t Graham say it was her boyfriend she killed in the car crash she caused?  So what was a girl with a boyfriend doing at Grounders on a Wednesday night, stumbling out on the arm of Blonde Dreadlocks?  Is she bi?
Alex shrugs at the mystery, because really, there are a hell of a lot of things more important to her right now than figuring out the orientation of the girl with the bad dye job.
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Morning, Princess, Sean’s voice murmurs between the kisses he trails down Graham’s exposed stomach.  Sleep well?
Sunlight dapples the room, dapples their bodies, dapples Sean’s tanned, bare back.  They’re at the cottage by the lake, Graham remembers through the fuzz of her half-asleep, half-awake mind, the cottage Sean’s father owns, the one Rosita calls her favorite place on God’s green earth.
“Yes,” Graham answers her boyfriend, letting her eyes stay half-closed.
“Yes what?” he asks.
“Yes, I slept well.  Did you?”
There’s a gruff snort.  “Sweetheart, you didn’t let me sleep at all until about two hours ago.”
Graham smiles… until it registers that this isn’t Sean’s voice.  
Because Sean is dead.
There are no more trips to the cottage by the lake, no more sweet kisses in sun-dappled lofts.
Graham sits halfway up with a start.  A blonde head of dreadlocks near her hips comes into view.  “Nikki?” 
The girl looks up.  “Yes?”
“Oh, crap,” Graham says, flopping back down onto twisted, damp sheets and draping a forearm across her eyes.  Now that she’s awake, the sun is entirely too bright for her pounding head.  
Nikki just laughs.
The night comes back to her in bits and pieces.  She remembers dressing up and heading out to Grounders, hoping she’d run into Nikki or one of the other girls she’s met there over the last few months.  And
It’s your lucky night, Princess.
she lucked out, because she spotted Nikki posted up by the bar more-or-less the moment she walked through the front door.  It didn’t take her long to convince Nikki that she was indeed back for more.  Several shots, two beers, and three hours later, she was stumbling out the front door, arm draped around Nikki’s waist.
Graham takes the forearm from her eyes.  “Did we… do I remember correctly that we ran into my friend from church last night?” she asks Nikki, who’s gone from kissing her stomach to merely resting her head on it.
Nikki looks up.  “How much of last night do you actually remember?”
“I remember enough.  Most of it… I think.”  Graham shifts her position enough to reach down and tug Nikki towards her.  The girl with the blonde dreadlocks scoots up from the bottom of the bed, nestling into the crook of Graham’s shoulder and reaching an arm across her bare chest.
“But yeah, we ran into a girl you knew,” Nikki says.  “Like, literally, ran into her.  And I didn’t know you went to church.”
Graham nods, and the lie rolls off her tongue easily, because it’s really only half of a lie.  “I do.  Every Sunday.”
“That girl we ran into…”
“Alex.”
“Yeah — that’s right, Alex.  I’m ninety-eight percent sure she’s one of the Lady Raiders.”
Graham giggles at this assertion.  “Well, duh, she’s a ‘lady raider.’  Why else would she be at Grounders on a Wednesday night?”
Nikki shakes her head.  “No, no.  That’s not what I mean, you dirty-minded girl.”  She cranes her neck, kisses Graham on the cheek before settling back down onto Graham’s shoulder.  “I mean like the Rosemont University Raiders.  The Lady Raiders.  I think your friend from church is a varsity basketball player.”
“You follow basketball?” Graham asks, surprised.  She never would’ve pegged Nikki for the sporty type; she thought the girl was more into things like Occupy Wallstreet and acoustic guitar jam sessions and pot brownies.
“Of course I don’t follow basketball,” Nikki scoffs against her shoulder, as if  offended by the question.  “But come on, this isn’t that big of a town.  There are only so many lesbians to recognize.  And it’s pretty common to see a handful of athletes — both from State and from Rosemont — at Grounders on Wednesdays.”
Graham can’t help but roll her eyes a little, because it seems like such a stereotype of an assertion to say that a lot of the female athletes from the town’s two big universities would make cameo appearances at the only pseudo-lesbian bar in town.  It’s the kind of “don’t-put-people-in-boxes,” borderline homophobic statement that Nikki would bristle at if it came out of anyone else’s mouth.
Cautiously, still a little worried about sounding too politically incorrect, Graham asks, “So… Alex is on the Rosemont basketball team?”
Nikki nods against her, yawns.  “Yeah, pretty sure it’s her.  My friend Terri talks about her all the time, it’s how I recognized her.  Terri acts like she’s some sort of avenging angel or Norse warrior-goddess.  Totally smitten with her.  But way too intimidated to actually approach her.”  
“So you’ve seen her Grounders before last night?”
There’s another scoff against her shoulder, and Nikki says, “Sweetness, your friend from church is at Grounders practically every Wednesday night, along with half the rest of the Raiders’ starting line-up.  Although… from what I hear, only she and one of the other Rosemont basketball players is actually gay.”  Nikki pauses for a moment, adds, “With the emphasis on player, player.”
Graham smirks at that, flicks at a dreadlock.  “Did you just call me a player?”
“Did you waltz right up to me last night, flash your cleavage under my nose, and ask when I was going to offer to buy you a drink?” Nikki retorts.
“Yeah,” Graham admits sheepishly.  “I guess I might remember having done that.”
 
#
 
Nikki tries to get Graham to stay for brunch, but Graham actually has a legitimate excuse, because she’s got organic chemistry at one, and even though it’s an enormous class and the professor isn’t going to blink an eye if she walks in late, Graham actually hates being late as much as her new support group acquaintance Alex does.  And besides, orgo is one of the classes she needs to do well in if she’s going to get into med school.  Given how much her grades tanked after Sean and Mariana’s death, she’s got a lot of catching up to do if she hopes to pull her GPA back up to a respectable level this semester.
Luckily, it’s a short walk back to campus from Nikki’s apartment, which is one of the reasons Graham doesn’t mind staying overnight there from time to time.  It’s not like she and Nikki are anything official; it’s a casual, friends-with-benefits thing for both of them, a convenient way to scratch an itch and fill the void that occasionally rises up and threatens to swallow Graham whole.
She hasn’t been able to have anything serious with anyone, not since Sean.
Loosen up, Princess.
Not that her mourning has stopped anyone else from wanting to date her.  In the eight months since Sean’s death, she’s had to shoot down several of her guy friends — along with one girl friend — when they asked her out.
Sean’s dead?  Well, then, guess it’s open-fucking-season on Graham.
The latest guy friend to ask her out was Brendan, a non-trad student she’s known for a couple of years through Jeff.  Brendan joined the army right out of high school, and now that he was out, he was a sophomore at State at the age of twenty-seven.  Graham and Brendan had gotten to be good friends over the last year, and even closer since Sean died.  But she hadn’t even realized Brendan was attracted to her until he confessed and asked her out.  Since when had she gotten so completely oblivious?
Hold up, speaking of Brendan — isn’t his younger sister a basketball player at Rosemont?  What was her name again?  Olivia?  Olympia?  It’s something odd that starts with an O.  Graham  should definitely know it; she’s met her once or twice, plus Brendan goes on and on about the girl all the time like she’s his daughter instead of his sister.  Maybe Brendan’s sister knows Alex.  Graham could ask about her, find out what the deal is.
Ask about her?  Graham shakes the thought from her head.  
Why is she so fascinated with Alex all the sudden?  Ever since Nikki mentioned her this morning
(“With the emphasis on player, player.”)
Graham can’t stop her mind from wandering back to the mysterious, solemn-looking girl with the unusual black face tattoo.  There’s something…  haunted… in the girl’s green eyes.  It’s a hollow, dark, scarred look that Graham recognizes from gazing in the mirror each morning.
Graham’s spent the last ninety days dreading her Sunday morning grief support group, but this week, she actually finds herself looking forward to it.  Maybe Alex will share something.  Clear up the mystery.
Today’s Thursday.  Only three days to go before she sees Alex again.
Graham rolls at her eyes at herself as the Jackson Building comes into view.  There are definitely more important mysteries for her to clear up right now than the story behind the haunted green eyes of the girl with the artsy black tattoo.
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Early Friday evening, and Graham’s alone in her bedroom, listening to a trip hop mix through her laptop and painting.  She should probably be doing homework — God knows she could stand to catch up on the reading for her history of medicine class, and there’s always more time that could be devoted to orgo — but tonight she’s in a painting mood and so painting it is.  Sometimes, she wishes she’d listened to Sean, ignored her mother, and declared herself an art major instead of a bio major.
Loosen up, Princess.  You’ve got a gift; don’t waste it.
But it’s her mother’s voice she hears now more often than Sean’s.  Art’s a hobby, Graham, not a career.  
Nevertheless, tonight is a Sean night.  Not a Dr. Gayle Griffin, City Councilwoman, night.
The front door of the tiny apartment opens and closes, and she hears the familiar cadence of Rosita’s footsteps heading down the hall.  She stops at Graham’s open door, leans against the frame with one hand on her hip.
“’Sup, Griffin?”
Graham grins.  “’Sup, Reyes?”
Rosita’s posture is relaxed, and the long seconds of silence following Graham’s return greeting is equally relaxed.  Graham likes it when it can be this way between them — comfortable.  Just ordinary Graham and ordinary Rosita, joking, picking at each other, hanging out without a cloud over their heads.  These moments are rare anymore.
Rosita messes with her sleek black pony tail while she watches Graham paint for a few minutes.  Finally she gestures at the canvas.  “What’s it supposed to be?”
Graham steps back from her work for a moment, taking in the abstract, heavy oil-paint dashes of red and black and yellow and white.  “I dunno.”
Rosita snorts and rolls her eyes.  “Which is exactly why I don’t like art,” she declares.  “You spend hours in here, swirling expensive paint all over an expensive canvas, and when I ask you what it is, you can’t even tell me.  Which is weird, too, because I know you don’t paint this modern abstract shit because you can’t paint the realistic stuff.  I miss the landscapes you used to do.  At least I could tell what they were.” 
Graham looks at the canvas again, shrugs.  “Art doesn’t have to be about producing a perfect representation of real life,” she says.  “Sometimes art’s just about… expressing a feeling.  And abstract color fields can do that as well mountains and trees and sunsets.  Better, sometimes.”
Rosita points at the canvas, which is mainly made up of rushing, disjointed lines of red and black. The four borders are all black, too, almost resembling a closing tunnel.  “Well, damn, girl,” Rosita says, “if that’s what you’re feeling like, no wonder you’re all effed up in the head.”
Graham’s mouth tightens.  Rosita’s words were meant to be a light-hearted joke, she knows, but something about them hits too close to home.  Rosita seems to realize it too, and she pushes off the doorjamb.  Their comfortable moment of being normal, comfortable roommates has passed.
“I gotta take a shower and get dressed,” Rosita announces.
“Going out?” Graham asks, trying to reclaim the light tone from earlier.
“Yeah, basketball game.  It’s the big cross-town rivalry against Rosemont.”  There’s a hint of sarcasm in her voice; like Graham and like Nikki, Rosita could care less about sports and school rivalries.
Which is why Graham raises her eyebrows and says, “Didn’t think you liked sports, Ro.”
Rosita shrugs indifferently.  “I don’t.  Brendan’s the one who’s dragging us all out.  His little sister starts for Rosemont.”  Rosita pitches her voice lower, imitating Brendan.  “‘She’s only a sophomore, but she’s already highest on the team for three-pointers, second highest for assists.’”
Graham puts the brush down and wipes her hands down the old, paint-stained jeans she’s wearing.  “Wait, so you’re talking about the women’s basketball team?”
“Duh.  Not like Ophelia plays on the men’s team.”
Ophelia.  Right.  That was Brendan’s sister’s name.
“Who else is going?” Graham asks, trying to sound casual.
“Not Jeff, if that’s what you’re fishing for,” Rosita says, seeing through Graham’s pretense right away.  “Other than me and Brendan and Tip… I think Malcolm said he’s coming, plus Hollie.  You know they’ve got some sort of thing going on these days, right?”
Graham shakes her head.  Malcolm and Hollie had gotten together?  When had that happened?  
She hasn’t done a good job keeping up with her friends the last few months.  Hell, the only reason she knows that Rosita and Tyler Tippet got back together is that she lives with the girl.  It’s been kind of hard not to notice Tip standing barefoot in only his boxer shorts at the kitchen sink three or four mornings per week.  But other than keeping up with Rosita, Graham’s been the very definition of “bad friend.”
Rosita cocks her head at Graham, gives her a quizzical look.  “So… you wanna come with?”
“Do you think it would be okay?”
Rosita shrugs and cuts her eyes away before saying, “Course it would.”
It doesn’t escape Graham that Rosita won’t meet her eyes.  But it also doesn’t escape her that she needs to re-enter the world at some point.  And in the back of her mind, a quiet voice reminds her that Ophelia isn’t the only Rosemont women’s basketball player she knows.
“How much time do we have before we need to go?”
 
#
 
Now she understands why Nikki’s friend Terri thinks of Alex a “Norse warrior-goddess.”  Standing there in the center of the court in her black-and-grey Raiders’ uniform, marked by the black tattoo that crawls up from the base of her neck and onto the side of her face as if it’s war paint, with her dark brown hair partially braided and pulled up into a pony tail so that it reveals the shaved bottom half of her head, Alex crouches like a lioness prepared to spring.  Prepared to sink her teeth into whoever gets in her way.
An unexpected shiver runs down the length of Graham’s spine.  
Graham’s wearing a baggy grey State sweatshirt, but suddenly she feels like rooting for Rosemont.  It’s really Rosemont they came to watch, anyway, on account of Brendan’s sister.
The tallest of the Rosemont girls easily knocks the ball to Alex on the tip off, and then Norse warrior-goddess is flowing down the court effortlessly, a black streak across the floor that the State players scramble to catch.  A second later, she’s one-on-one against the sole State player who’s managed to catch up with her, but instead of taking the lay up, Alex leaps and dishes the ball unselfishly into the waiting hands of the tall girl, who easily — almost lazily — tips the ball into the hoop.
Alex jumps and bumps chests with the tall girl before the two of them lope back down the court.  
Who cares if Graham’s a State student with a State sweatshirt on?  She certainly doesn’t.  She claps loudly and sticks her fingers in her mouth to offer up a whistle.
Rosita nudges her in the ribs.  “Hey!  Mira, I know you don’t understand basketball, but you do realize you’re cheering for the wrong team, right?”
“I thought we were here to support Brendan’s little sister?”
“So cheer for her when she scores or something!  Just randomly cheering for Rosemont’s gonna get us jumped.”
Graham gives her roommate a playful, light shove.  “Aww, don’t worry, Ro.  If we get jumped, Tip’ll protect you for sure.”
They both glance sideways at Tyler Tippet, a skinny, gangly guy a few inches taller than Rosita who has this way of being both geeky and completely endearing at the same time.  The idea of Tip trying to defend Rosita — or even himself, for that matter — makes the roommates share a silent grin.
“He might protect me,” Rosita says, “but who’s gonna protect you?  Brendan?”
Graham steals a glimpse of their older friend, who’s sitting on the edge of his seat, staring at his sister with a look on his face that borders panic.  “Yeah.  I’m sure he will.”
“I’m sure he’d love to protect you,” Rosita says, rolling her eyes.
Graham shoves her again, and both girls break into giggles.
Her banter with Rosita trails off as the game heats up.  It’s true that the State fans are practically rabid in their hatred for Rosemont; Graham doesn’t follow sports, but she knows the women’s basketball teams are better than the men’s teams at both schools this year, making this annual State / Rosemont face-off the hottest game of the basketball season.  
But Graham doesn’t “get” half of what happens — the extent of her basketball knowledge is that one team tries to get the ball through the hoop while the other team tries to stop them — but the longer she watches Alex play, the less she can take her eyes off the girl.
She never would’ve guessed that the morose, slouching, soft-spoken girl from group could move like this.  Alex is a living, breathing work of art.  A silent, motionless deep pool of staring black when she waits for the ball or pauses after a whistle; a growling tigress when she plucks the ball from the air or bats away an opponent’s shot; an elegant, lithe cord of muscle when she stands at the free throw line and feathers her shots into the hoop with a soft touch.
It’s obvious:  Graham doesn’t have to know basketball to understand that an athlete like Alex is a once-in-a-generation phenomenon.
By the end of the first quarter, State’s already behind by ten, and a full third of the points on Rosemont’s board belong to Alex.  
By the end of the first half, Rosemont’s up by twenty, and the only reason why most of the extra points aren’t Alex’s is that she gets replaced by a string bean of a blonde with the name “Assam” emblazoned across the back of her jersey.
Graham supposes Alex deserves the rest, but she dislikes the Assam girl on sight, and is immediately bored once Alex drops into the folding chair on the Rosemont bench.  Graham tells her friends she’s going to get something to drink, and tries not to mind when Brendan climbs over Malcolm and Hollie to follow her to the lobby.
“So she’s something else, right?” Brendan asks Graham as they wait in line.  It’s close to halftime; the lobby is starting to fill with people who figured they’d beat the concession stand rush.
“Yeah,” Graham agrees, mind flashing to the exhausted, sweating Alex who’d flopped back into her normal slouch once she’d returned to the bench.  “She’s utterly amazing.”
Brendan grins broadly and shoves his hands in his jeans pockets.  “And just think — she’s only a sophomore.  By the time she’s a senior…”  He shakes his head.  A moment later, his grin fades, and he adds grumpily, “She’d score twice as often if the point guard would trust her with the ball more.  But the point, she’s notoriously selfish.”
Graham squints.  “Wait… what’s a point guard again?”
“The one who brings the ball down the court.  Number seventeen — Woods.”
“Woods — that’s Alex Woods, right?  She’s the point guard?”
Brendan nods.
Now Graham’s confused.  “So who were you talking about earlier — the talented sophomore?”
Brendan looks at her for a second like he doesn’t understand the question, then cuffs her playfully on the back of the head.  “My sister, nitwit.  Ophelia.  Number twenty-four?  The guard who’s sunk four threes already, nothing-but-net?”
“Oh, right.  Of course,” Graham says, embarrassed.  “But did you just say your sister’s a guard?  I thought Alex was the guard?”
He chuckles.  “There are three guards, Graham.  The point guard is the one who brings the ball down the court; the other two guards are the ones who stand on either side of the point.  Usually they’re called ‘wings’ or ‘shooting guards.’”  His lips purse in a way that makes him look like an irritated sorority girl.  “Get it, shooting guards?  That’s because they’re supposed to shoot.  Your point guard isn’t supposed to be the top scorer on the team.”
Graham’s putting it all together now, finally processing that Brendan called Alex “notoriously selfish” and thinks his little sister should get the ball more often so that she can “sink” more of whatever a “three” is.
They order their sodas and a hot pretzel to split, and even though Graham’s got cash on her, Brendan insists upon paying.  She doesn’t like letting him pay, not after he asked her out the month before, because she doesn’t want to offer any mixed signals.  And when he tears the pretzel and gives her half, the look in his eyes makes Graham think about the scene in the old Disney movie Lady and the Tramp, where the two dogs share the long piece of spaghetti.
She mumbles a quick thanks and moves her eyes away from his as quickly as she can, searching for a topic of conversation to fill the silence before that silence gets misinterpreted for something else.
“So, uh, why is Alex Woods — the point, right? — what makes her so notoriously selfish?”  She uses Alex’s first and last name this time because she doesn’t want to sound too familiar with her.  It would be better if Brendan doesn’t realize that Graham knows this girl.  Nikki might’ve bought that Graham knew Alex “from church,” but Brendan would spot the lie right away.  Except for group therapy, Graham hasn’t attended a regular church service since the day of Sean’s funeral, which Brendan knows.
He drops his voice conspiratorially.  “My sister wouldn’t tell me, because she’s too damned loyal to Woods, but after I got a couple drinks in her boyfriend Lawrence last weekend, he spilled the beans.”
This has Graham’s attention.  Brendan’s low whisper, his intense eyes suggest that whatever he’s about to say goes far beyond not passing the ball enough.  She finds herself leaning closer to hear his words, despite herself.
“So this is the first game Woods has played in for a couple of weeks, because she got suspended for four games for breaking a ‘team rule.’  That’s what athletic departments say whenever they don’t want to reveal the real reason for why they suspend a player.  Sports Center was all over that shit, trying to — ”
“Sports Center?”
“The show.  On ESPN?”  When Graham’s eyes don’t light up in understanding, Brendan shakes her lightly by the shoulder.  She doesn’t appreciate the touch.  “God, Graham, you really don’t know what Sports Center is?”
“I know what ESPN is.”
“Well anyway, Sports Center is like a talk show on ESPN — think of it as Headline News for sports — and the anchors had their panties all in a wad over Woods’s suspension, because she’s recognized as one of the best basketball players in the country, male or female.  Her suspension, that got people’s attention.  Because nobody could figure it out.  You don’t bench your star player in a competitive conference three weeks before post-season tournaments.”  
Graham has no idea what any of this means, but she catches the basic drift — suspending Alex was a big deal.
“But do you wanna know what Lawrence told me?” Brendan asks.  He lowers his voice a little further.  “Woods showed up to a big home game she was starting in a couple of weeks ago, and she was completely trashed.”  He grins at his big reveal, waiting for a reaction from Graham.  When she doesn’t give it to him, he adds more details.  “Ophelia told Lawrence that she was so drunk she tripped over her own feet and wiped out in the first few seconds.  The coach benched her the rest of the game — which they barely won, by the way — and everyone just assumed Woods had injured herself when she fell and he was resting her.  But that wasn’t it.  She was wasted and the coach was pissed.”  
He chuckles and takes a big bite of his pretzel.  
Mouth full, he says, “And apparently, it wasn’t the first time.  Since the beginning of the season, she’s been showing up to practices and games either with a couple drinks in her or a lot of drinks in her.  Any other player, they pull some crap like that, they might get suspended the first time.  But after that?  That’s not just a suspension, that’s your scholarship getting yanked” — he snaps his fingers — “like that.”  He shakes his head, and his dislike for Alex is written all over his face.  “Special talent means special treatment, I guess.  The rest of us are expected to actually work for what we get.”
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Graham can’t concentrate on her schoolwork, so she paints all morning on Sunday.  Her mind keeps going back to what Brendan said Friday night about Alex — how she’d showed up for a game so drunk that she couldn’t even walk straight.  The image of a drunk, uncoordinated Alex is such a sharp contrast to the Norse warrior-goddess she watched play on Friday that she can’t get the pieces to fit together.
Whatever she’s painting now, it’s got Alex in it.  She can’t say how, exactly, but the messy abstract of red and yellow and white and black is starting to take shape into something she recognizes.  
That smudge of black on the left-hand side of the canvas?  That’s the motionless, dangerous Alex before she springs.
That arc of black in the middle?  That’s Alex mid-air, leaping for a ball.
That long, lazy line on the right?  It’s slouching Alex.  The Alex who leans against church walls with a far-away look in her eyes and a cold cup of coffee in her hand; the Alex who slouches and lets her knees bounce wide when she falls into a chair.
And without exactly understanding why, Graham’s angry at this black streak of a girl.  Not angry because she’s notoriously selfish, not precisely, but angry because she’s talented and powerful and beautiful and if she throws all that away to drown her pain in booze, Graham won’t forgive her.
Not that Alex requires Graham’s forgiveness.
Not that Graham knows her well enough to care.
There’s red on the canvas, too, lurking along the bottom in undulating rivers that never really rise higher than the bottom third of the canvas.  The rivers of red are like the mirror reflections of the black streaks.  If the black streak of Alex wants to drown its pain away, the red is what “drowned” will eventually look like.  Slow and low and flat.
When it dawns on Graham that the red is probably her subconscious way of painting herself, she gets so annoyed that she throws her brush at the canvas.  It bounces off and lands on the paint-spattered drop-cloth below.
Graham stalks out of her bedroom and into the living room, where Rosita and Tip are quietly watching Netflix.  
Graham stands behind the couch, gazing at the screen wordlessly for a few seconds.  When Rosita turns and gives her a questioning look, Graham leans down, resting her forearms on the back of the couch.  “Hey… when your movie’s over, do you think you’d have time to help me get the red out of my hair?  Before I have to go to group?”
Rosita blinks, seems surprised by Graham’s question.  Then she lets out a long-suffering, exasperated sigh, untangles herself from her boyfriend, and says, “Thank God.  I thought you’d never ask.  The movie’s not that good anyway.”
 
#
 
Alex means to be ten minutes early for group therapy, but she’s twenty minutes early, instead.  She’s already caught up on the assignments she missed because of the week’s two games, and Iris’s sitting quietly with a book open on her desk in the small dorm room they share, not in the mood to socialize.  Antsy, Alex leaves early for the church, thinking to use the extra time to pick up a real cup of coffee on her way so that she doesn’t have to drink the crappy, lukewarm church basement coffee this week.
The girl who sells her the to-go coffee does so with a wink and a smile and says, “Good game on Friday, Lex,” and when Alex looks down at her cup, she sees that the girl’s written her name and phone number on the side of the cup.  The girl nods at the cup.  “I get off at three.”
Alex breaks out her charming smile, because the girl isn’t bad-looking.  “I’ll keep that in mind,” she says.  “Thanks.”
The girl beams at her in response, and Alex feels eyes on her back all the way out the door and across the street to her truck.
If Anika were here, she’d whine over the whole exchange, asking why no one congratulated her on the game, even though she was the second-highest scorer, why no one wrote a phone number on her to-go cup.  Or she’d make a snide comment about Alex being living proof that miracles do exist because she hasn’t contracted an STD yet.  
Anika needs to break up with her high school sweetheart already and get a girl within driving distance.
She’s the third one to arrive at the grief group; Gus and Hannah, the girl with the nose ring, are chatting quietly in the corner when she comes in.  Alex acknowledges them both with a nod before she finds a seat at the far end of the room’s circle of chairs.
The other two finish their conversation after a minute and Gus heads over to her, his eyes twinkling with something like mischief.
“Twenty-three points.  Five assists.  Two rebounds.  And still maintaining a perfect free throw percentage?”  Gus touches a finger to Alex’s shoulder, then pulls his hand back quickly and shakes it like he’s been burned.  “You’re smokin,’ girl.  That four-game vacation must’ve done you some good.”  He lowers his big frame into the folding chair next to Alex’s, nodding when a couple more members of the group trickle in.
Alex is grateful he hasn’t asked the reason for the four-game “vacation” yet, and she hopes he won’t.  
She permits herself a small smirk in response to his compliment, but instead of replying, she shrugs nonchalantly and takes a small sip from her coffee.
“I watched the whole game with my boyfriend on ESPN2,” he says, lowering his voice a little.  “He was raving about you the whole night, and I was dying to tell him that I’d met you in person, but, you know, wasn’t going to break your anonymity or anything.”  He winks at Alex.  “They don’t harp on us about anonymity here as much as they do in AA, but personally, I still think our privacy is important.”
She knew there was a reason she liked Gus.
Alex hesitates for a second, then decides to ask the personal question that popped into her head when Gus mentioned his boyfriend.  “How long were you with your other partner?  The one who…”  But she can’t quite say the word.  Her eyes drop to the floor and she’s embarrassed for having brought it up.
“The one who died of leukemia at forty-five?”  Gus chuckles.  “It’s okay, Alex.  You can ask.  It’s what we’re here for, after all.”  He sighs and his eyes get distant.  “Fifteen years.  Fifteen long, wonderful, maddening, passionate years.”
Alex smiles, but there’s another question she wants to ask.  She sits up a little straighter, checks Gus’s face to see if she’s already probed too much.
After a second, she says.  “You said he died two years ago… but you have a boyfriend now… so how long did it take before you could… before you could start to see someone seriously again?”
Gus laughs softly, gazes down at her.  “I’ll keep you posted,” he says.
Alex quirks an eyebrow, confused.
“My boyfriend — Ian — he’s the one who figured out I needed grief counseling.  We’ve been together, I don’t know, nine or ten months.  Three months ago, I got the ultimatum:  Get help or say goodbye.”
Alex nods slowly, processing this new information.
Gus drops a meaty hand onto her shoulder.  “The pain doesn’t just ‘go away,’ Alex.  I’m not for sure, but from what I can tell from the old-timers in this group, it doesn’t go away ever.  They say ‘time heals,’ but I’m starting to think it’s more accurate to say ‘time dulls.’  You’ll get to a point where you’ll be ready to move on, sweetie.  You won’t be the same person ever again, but you’ll eventually move on.  You have to believe that.”
Alex leans forward, out from under Gus’s palm, rests her elbows on her knees and nods.  She’s staring at the tile floor instead of the rest of the room when she hears Gus quip, “Well, hello, there.  Guess somebody decided to go au naturel.”
Alex glances up to see what Gus is talking about.  It’s Graham who just walked into the room.  The bad red dye job is gone, replaced by a wavy ash blonde that looks to be, as Gus pointed out, natural.  In a few places, Graham’s hair is still a streaky pink, and Alex guesses she must’ve taken the dye out herself instead of having it done professionally.
Alex’s heart clenches in her chest.  Cassie’s hair was almost the same color, only a shade or two darker from Graham’s platinum, something more of a honey-blonde.
Graham pauses when she enters the room, scans the chairs for an open seat.  When her eyes meet Alex’s, she stiffens for a moment before she nods an acknowledgment.  Alex lifts her chin in response, wondering absently what it is that makes Graham look so suddenly irritated.
Graham stomps to a chair that’s just about as far away from Alex as one can get when sitting in a circle and refuses to glance in Alex’s direction.
Gus leans into Alex’s ear.  “Looks like she finally showered and did some laundry, but if that stick up her ass goes up any further, it’s going to come out her nose.”
Alex can’t help but chuckle at the colorful description, even though she wouldn’t have thought to describe Graham as having a stick up her ass.  She would’ve said that somebody had seriously pissed the blonde off.
And why is it that she didn’t look that pissed until her eyes landed on Alex?
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Graham does something at group that morning that she hasn’t ever really done before:  She raises her hand when Mary asks her weekly question, “Who wants to start us off today?”
It’s not that she’s never shared anything in group; it’s only that she usually only speaks when someone asks her a direct question, like, “And why is it, Graham, that you think Belinda’s unwillingness to donate her husband’s shirts to Goodwill is ‘retarded’?  Do you have anything of Sean’s that you’ve kept?”
But today, she says, “I’ve got something to say,” before Mary even has a chance acknowledge that her hand’s in the air.
Mary tries to blink the surprise off her face, but if there’s one thing Graham’s learned about Mary over the last three months, it’s that the older woman can’t hide anything.  
“Yes, Graham?” the therapist asks tentatively.
Graham folds her arms against her chest, fixes her eyes on a spot on the floor a few inches away from her feet, and takes a deep breath before she begins to speak.  “I met Sean when I was a junior and he was a senior in high school,” she says.  “I was in this service group where kids tutor other kids, and he was trying desperately to graduate, and I got paired up with him to help him pass his math class.  But he was actually really smart, you know?  He just had this idea in his head, from his dad or his teachers or whatever, that he was a ‘bad’ kid.  A loser.  And he bought into it, fell behind because he was busy being ‘bad’ more than because he couldn’t do the work, until I met him and showed him what he was capable of…”
You’re crazy talented, Princess.  Everyone sees it but you.  Don’t throw that away just because your mom thinks you need to follow in her — 
“He came so far in the past couple years,” Graham continues, shaking her head at the memory.  “He got into a trade school, thought maybe he’d become an airplane mechanic or something.  But there was this other part of him that… how do I put it… It’s like he could never let go of the labels other people put on him, like some part of him — ”
Everyone sees it but you.
“ — figured he’d always be a loser.  The week before he died, he’d dropped out of school, started hanging out with his old friends again.  And then one night, I found crystal meth in his jacket pocket.”  Graham lets out a long sigh, hardly aware of how quiet the room has become.  “God, I was so angry with him.  Things were already rough between us, and when I found the drugs, I was ready to break up with him, then and there, but I chickened out.  Instead of talking to him, we went to a party that night, and I got really drunk, because I — ” 
Loosen up, Princess.
“ — because I couldn’t handle confronting him, couldn’t handle the fact that I knew our relationship was about to come to an end.  I wanted it to end, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.  And so…”  Graham looks up at last, wipes at  misty blue-grey eyes but doesn’t seem to see anyone.  She gives a laugh that’s brittle and jagged.  “The rest is history.  That was the night of the crash.  I wanted out of that relationship, and, at least on some level, I knew I was too drunk to drive.  I had to have known.  It’s like I got behind the wheel because… I don’t know.  I guess I found my easy out.”
The room’s deathly silent for a full minute.  It’s Gus who finally clears his throat to speak.
“Sweetie… You want to take responsibility for the mistake you made, fine, that’s fair.  But what I’m hearing you say right now…  You didn’t want for Sean to die.  He didn’t die because you were angry with him, or because you couldn’t face a break-up, he died because — ”
“Because I was too drunk to know the difference between a red light and a green light and let both people on the passenger’s side of my car get killed?”
She knew Sean was dead the moment she saw him; she didn’t even bother feeling for a pulse.  It was Mariana she rushed to, pushing a screaming Jeff aside to perform CPR on the girl who’d been gasping for breath only moments earlier.
“True.  You didn’t,” Gus says, and despite Graham’s macabre words and the room’s thick tension, his eyes still twinkle, like he’s taking this whole heavy situation in stride.  “But what I was going to say is that he died because it was his time.”  Graham rolls her eyes, but Gus turns in his seat to face her.  “I used to think it was a bullshit excuse for someone’s death, too, but I believe it now, Graham.”  Gus waves at himself — his bushy beard, his spacer earrings, the faded tattoo that peeks out from underneath the sleeve of his t-shirt.  “Look at me.  I’ve been getting royally fucked up since you were a shimmer in your daddy’s eye.”
Graham can’t help it; through tears, she gives a wet chuckle at his brazen statement, then chuckles a little more at the way Belinda, the middle-aged woman who usually makes herself the center of attention talking about her dead husband George, cringes at Gus’s use of French.
“Before I got sober, the number of times I should’ve killed William, or the times William should’ve killed me… I could use all my fingers and all my toes to count, and I’d still need more digits.  You know why I’m still alive?  And why William died in a hospital bed wasted from chemo instead of from an overdose or a drunken car accident?”
“Why?” Graham whispers.
“Because it wasn’t our time, sweet pea.  We did things so crazy when we were high or drunk that your hair would turn red again all on its own if you heard it.  But we survived because it wasn’t my time and it wasn’t William’s time — not until it was.  Now let me ask you a question.  Did you ever ride with Sean anywhere when he was driving high or drunk?”
Graham gives a nod so slight that it’s almost invisible.
“And if it had been your time — if you’d been the one to die and he was the one sitting here in group today instead of you, what would you want us to tell him, hmm?”
Graham’s eyes drop again.  This wasn’t where she’d wanted this conversation to go.  She’d been trying to get under Alex’s skin by bringing up Sean, trying to send a message to Alex that she couldn’t keep taking the easy way out, ruining her talent, running from her pain with booze.  There were consequences to dealing with your problems that way, consequences Graham knew all too well, and she wanted Alex to know about those consequences, too.  This whole thing was supposed to be about her, about Alex, not about Graham.  
Graham’s back to staring at the scuff on the tile floor, but she finally answers Gus’s question.  “I’d want you to tell him to stop punishing himself.  To move on with his life,” she mumbles, speaking so low and fast that she can barely hear herself, let alone expect anyone else to hear her.
“Speak up, dear,” says the sweet, white-haired elderly woman sitting next to her.  “You know my hearing aides don’t work like they used to.”
Graham raises her head, and she looks right at Alex when she says clearly, “I’d want you to tell him to stop punishing himself and move on with his life.”  She pauses and turns to Gus.  “Even if it was his fault.”
Mary nods her approval.  “This is good, Graham.”  She leans over the elderly woman and squeezes Graham’s thigh.  “This is really, really good.  Thank you for sharing with us.”
 
#
 
Graham feels spent afterward, like she’s finished a five-mile run or back-to-back sessions of hot yoga instead of an hour-long group therapy meeting.  Mary says something banal and encouraging as she signs Graham’s paperwork; Graham doesn’t reply, just nods when she gets her paperwork back and escapes the basement into the chilly late afternoon.
The sun never came out today; it stormed last night and it’s starting to drizzle again as Graham leaves the church.  Something in the way the air smells tells Graham that the rain might turn into sleet — snow would probably be too much to hope for — before the day is out.
She glances around the empty parking lot from underneath the overhang above the church steps, hoping Rosita will be on time for once so she doesn’t have to wait around in this nasty weather.
There’s no Rosita.  There’s just Alex, leaning against the brick wall on the handicap ramp in the same spot Graham found her last week, gazing out at nothing in particular.  One arm is crossed against her stomach, the other dangles loose, a coffee cup hanging from her hand.
Graham feels irritated again just looking at the Norse warrior-goddess, even though she can’t exactly put her finger on why.  Maybe it’s because her attempt to get under Alex’s skin in group today so totally backfired.  Maybe it’s something else that’s irritating her, like the fact that Alex hasn’t acknowledged the fact that they ran into each other at Grounders on Wednesday.  
The free-floating irritation makes Graham’s mind as cloudy as the early March sky.  
Sometimes Graham’s life turns out a lot like her paintings — an abstract mess of colors and lines that all seem nonsensical until something finally clicks and everything starts to come together.  Whatever this stuff between her and Alex is, it hasn’t snapped into focus, not yet.
Which probably explains why she can’t stop herself from talking to her.
“Hey,” Graham says to the warrior-goddess, leaning out from underneath the overhang far enough to get her attention.  “You’re getting wet.”
Alex glances over, gives Graham an up-and-down look.  “It’s only drizzling.”
“Drizzling still gets you wet,” Graham retorts without leaving the protection of the overhang.  “Didn’t your mother ever tell you you’ll catch your death standing in the cold rain with your head uncovered like that?”
There’s a brief flash of something — anger? — that passes through the girl’s green eyes, but it’s gone so fast that Graham wonders if she just imagined it.
Instead of answering Graham’s question, Alex asks one of her own.  “Your roommate isn’t here yet?”
Graham shakes her head.  “Late.  As usual.”
“How long is it going to take her?”
“Who knows.  Depends on where she is, what she’s doing.  If she’s in the engineering lab and gets involved in a project, she could forget all about me for an hour or two.  It’s happened before.”  
Alex nods like she’s made a decision and pushes off the wall, waves Graham over.  “Text her.  Tell her I gave you a ride home.”
For a moment, Graham doesn’t move, a little taken aback by the two commands she’s just been given that are actually a generous offer of a ride.  
When it sinks in, she gives Alex a crooked smile and asks, “Did you just offer to drive me home?”
Alex doesn’t turn around, only nods and keeps walking towards her truck.  
Graham quickly texts Rosita and jogs into the misty rain to catch up with Alex.
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By the time Graham climbs into the passenger seat of the black Tacoma, the truck’s already running and the noisy heater’s putting out warm air.  Alex doesn’t even look at Graham when she puts the truck in gear and pulls away from her parking spot.
Beads of water have caught in Alex’s dark hair, resting there without soaking in.  Her profile faces Graham, the side without the jarring black tattoo, and for the first time, Graham sees something in Alex’s face that’s soft, almost feminine.  High, smooth cheekbones slope down beneath long brown lashes, melting into a jawline that’s strong and defined above a neck so elegant and graceful that Graham has an urge to paint it.
“You have to tell me which way to go,” Alex says.
Graham blushes and looks down, hoping Alex didn’t notice that she was staring.  “Left out of the lot,” she directs.  “Then you’ll go a couple miles before you have to turn again.”
Graham’s deliberately not looking at Alex anymore, but she sees the other girl nod out of her peripheral vision.  Is she always all implacable silence and wordless nods?  Graham taps her fingers against her thighs, and her eyes land on Alex’s white to-go cup in the center console.  Something about it catches her attention, and she bends down to get a better look.
Kelli C, someone’s written in loopy black Sharpie beneath the rim of the cup, and the “i” in Kelli is dotted with a tiny heart.  Call me.  Beneath that, there’s a phone number.
Graham laughs and picks up the cup, waves it at Alex.  “Your baristas always leave their phone numbers on your coffee cups?”
The corner of Alex’s mouth twitches into a smile.  “Not usually.”
“Not usually?  But it’s happened before?”
Alex shakes her head as she makes the left.  “A waitress wrote her number for me on a receipt once when I was out to eat with my friends.  But, no, I think this is the first time someone’s written their number on a coffee cup.”
Graham cocks her head to the side.  “So did you actually call her?”
“Who?  The barista, or the waitress?”  Alex smiles just enough to let Graham know that she’s teasing.  
Ah.  So the girl has a sense of humor, after all.
Graham chuckles and shakes her head, sets the coffee cup back in its holder.  “It’s kind of mind-blowing to me that such a question would even exist.  So — the barista.  Have you called her yet?  Texted her?”
“No.  And I doubt I will.”
“And the waitress?”
Alex smirks, and Graham finds that she suddenly doesn’t want to know the answer.  The irritation with Alex creeps back up.
“I might’ve called the waitress, yeah.”
“You might’ve.”
“I might’ve.”
“I don’t know which is more ballsy — leaving your number on somebody’s receipt, or being the kind of person who will actually call that number.  It’s like calling a number written on the back of a stall door.”
Alex lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.  “That’s not a fair comparison.  What’s wrong with calling someone who’s interested in you?”
“Nothing, I guess.  I think I’d just be a little weirded out if a girl left her number for me on a dinner receipt.  Not to mention that I’d probably be too chicken to call.”
Alex steals a look at her, and for a second, Graham can see the black edge of her tattoo.  “I find it hard to believe you’d be ‘too chicken’ for much of anything, Graham.”  
Graham wonders if the comment refers back to what she said in group earlier, when she talked about how she’d chickened out of breaking up with Sean, but before she has much chance to speculate, Alex’s eyes are on the road again and she adds, “Besides, if you’d been flirting with the waitress the whole night, the fact that she left her number on your receipt wouldn’t have come as much of a surprise.”
“So you ended up going out with her?  The waitress?”
The shoulder rises and falls again, the smirk comes back.  “‘Going out’ might be overstating it a bit.”
“Ah.  So you just fucked her.”  
Uh… Whoops.  
That was harsh.  Graham didn’t mean for the words to come out that way; she meant for them to be edged with humor instead of… whatever that was.  She points at a traffic light.  “You make a right up here.”
They ride on in silence.  The rain picks up; Alex has to put on her wipers.  Graham leans a cheek against the cool pane of the window, watching it fog beneath her breath.
“Your hair’s not red this week,” Alex says a couple minutes later.
“Great catch, Sherlock,” Graham mutters, then sits up straight, glances over at Alex, and says, “I’m sorry.  That was really rude.”
Somehow they both know Graham means she’s sorry for her earlier comment about the waitress as much as the sarcasm over Alex’s powers of observation.
And somehow they also both know that Alex’s next words are the same as saying, Apology accepted.  
“Blonde’s your natural color, isn’t it?  It looks better than the red.”
“Yeah.  And I agree.  I don’t know what I was thinking, dyeing it red.  Rosita complained about it the whole time.”  
“Now you’ll match the girl you were with at Grounders on Wednesday.  The one with the blonde dreadlocks?”
Graham blinks in surprise.  So Alex remembers that encounter, after all.  “That’s Nikki.  And although she’d never admit it, I’m pretty sure some of those dreadlocks are a little too blonde to be natural.”
Alex chuckles.  “Didn’t really peg you for the kind of girl who’d be into dreadlocks,” she says, and Graham interprets it as a subtle question about the nature of her relationship with Nikki.
“I’m not.  Not really.  But dreadlocks…” Graham shrugs.  “They pass the time as well as anything else.”  She points out the windshield.  “See the apartment complex up there?  Turn into that, then you follow the street back a ways.”
Alex lifts her chin ever-so-slightly.  Another wordless nod.
Graham finds herself wishing she lived further than ten minutes from the church, because her unexpected one-on-one with the basketball player
(“With the emphasis on player, player.”)
is almost over, and despite the strange cocktail of irritation and fascination she has with Alex, she finds she’s not ready for the ride to be done.
She’s about to speak, about to admit to Alex that she watched her from the stands at the State / Rosemont game on Friday, even though the admission feels slightly awkward to make, like she’s seen some part of Alex that’s private.  Which is actually kind of ridiculous, since the whole country watches Alex play basketball and then discusses her on Headline News for sports.  But before Graham decide whether or not to open her mouth, Alex starts talking.
“It took guts, saying everything you did during group today.  Definitely more guts than calling a waitress or a barista.”
“It wasn’t guts,” Graham says, thinking about how she’d originally intended to make some pointed comments that would force Alex to reflect upon her own “notoriously selfish” behavior.  “It was… I don’t know what it was, really.  Verbal vomit or something.”
“Verbal vomit?”
“Yeah.”  She grins and pokes Alex’s bicep, which is taut from gripping the wheel.  “Stick around long enough, you might do the same thing one day — verbally vomit all over the group.  You’ll see.  It’s cathartic.”
Alex seems to consider this for a moment, then slowly shakes her head.  There’s an underlying sadness to the gesture.  
“Talking about her, about what happened, in a room full of strangers?  I don’t think so.  Not really my style.”
“What?  You think it’s my style?”  When Alex doesn’t answer, Graham says, “That’s the most I’ve said in that room in three months.  I didn’t mean for it to happen.  Something just… came untied inside.”
“Yeah, well.  I don’t think I… untie.”
Alex pulls into a parking space in the front of Graham’s apartment building and puts the truck in neutral, and Graham knows Alex’s last statement was supposed to be the end of the conversation, but before she can say thank you and reach for the door handle, she hears herself blurt:
“You do untie.  I saw it in the stadium on Friday, when you were on the court against our women’s team.  The way you play… whatever you’re holding in at group, you let go of it once you’ve got a ball in your hands.  You ravaged our girls, Alex.  If I had any school spirit, I’d probably be mad at you right now.”
Alex’s head whips towards Graham, surprise widening her eyes.  “You were at the game on Friday?”
Graham nods, finding she’s glad that her secret’s out.  Not that it was much of a secret in the first place.  “My friend Brendan, his little sister — ”
“Ophelia.  I’ve met Brendan a few times.  You’re friends with him?”
“Yeah.”  Then Graham adds, almost apologetically:  “So we went to see her play, really.”
“She had a good game,” Alex says with a nod.
“Four threes, nothing-but-net,” Graham agrees, parroting what Brendan told her.  She looks away when a slight smile creeps across Alex’s lips.  “Anyway, the way you played at that game… if that wasn’t you being untied, I don’t know what it would look like.”
“Playing basketball and talking about…” Alex shakes her head briskly, looks out the windshield at the rain.  “Those are two totally different things.  What you said today?  I could never say something like that in front of all those people.”
Graham’s touched by Alex’s confession, because something in Alex’s voice tells Graham she’s already untying her knots a little, here in the private, protected sanctuary of her pick-up cab.  It gives Graham an idea. 
“What’s your number?” Graham asks.
Alex draws back, confused.  “My number?  Why?”
“No, you know what?  I have a better idea.”  Graham digs around at the bottom of her messenger bag until she finds what she’s looking for — a black Sharpie.  She uncaps it, scribbles out Kelli C, call me, and the number below it.  As she writes her own name and number below the spot where Kelli’s used to be, she says, “Since you’re already used to calling girls who write their numbers on your receipts and your coffee cups, here’s what’s going to happen.”  She clicks the cap back on her Sharpie and locks eyes with Alex.  “You’re going to text me one thing about Cassie, okay?”  
At the sound of her dead girlfriend’s name, Alex’s head jerks like she’s been slapped.  Graham wonders if it comes from hearing someone say Cassie’s name out-loud or the fact that Graham remembers the dead girl’s name, but she doesn’t let the idle question stop her stream of instructions.  
“And the text can be anything you want — send me her eye color, her birthday, her dog’s name, how you two met, whatever.  But just send me one thing.”
Alex narrows her eyes.  “And why do you think I’m going to do this?”
Because you want help untying your knots, or else you wouldn’t have given me a ride home, Graham thinks, but she intuitively knows not to say that.  
Instead, she simply shrugs and says, “You will.  When you’re ready, you will.”
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There’s an away game on Thursday against Kentucky, so no one suggests Grounders after Wednesday’s practice, not even Anika.  And even if there wasn’t a game on Thursday, with tournament season just around the corner, most of the girls on the team are buckling down on school assignments, trying to reduce the inevitable pain of playing catch-up once March Madness begins in earnest.
The empty coffee cup with Graham’s number on it sits on Alex’s desk for three days before Iris finally complains about it.  Alex is relatively neat, but Iris is a neat freak, and even though the cup’s on her side of the room, Iris finally points at it and asks, “So we’re decorating the room with used paper cups now?  It actually makes me miss the row of pin-up girls.”
Usually Iris favors “aggressive” over “passive aggressive,” but Alex just arches a brow and takes the cup from her desk, dropping it into the wire wastepaper basket before throwing a Satisfied now? look at Iris.  Iris grunts her approval, and point guard and wing go back to their respective studies.
Throwing the cup away doesn’t mean she’s lost Graham’s number, though.  She’s stared at it so many times that she’s got it memorized.  But just to be on the safe side, she creates a new contact in her phone and types in the digits before they have a chance to slide out of her mind.
 
#
 
They beat Kentucky soundly, thanks in no small part to Alex’s thirty-two points — her high-water mark for the season.  The ESPN commentators go on and on about what a difference there is between the Alexis Woods of the first two-thirds of the season and the Alexis Woods of this last third; she was good before — definitely one of the best players in the country, they say — but now?  Now there’s nothing like Alexis Woods, not in any sport, not in any league, not anywhere.
But Alex, for her part, other than signing a few autographs and posing for photos with little girls who want to be The Next Alexis (there’s a jersey t-shirt that says that now), ignores the extra attention.  Basketball’s never been about attention for her, anyway; it’s been about freedom.  And ever since her suspension ended, she’s been free on the court in a way she hasn’t felt in a long time, free in a way that none of the Crown and Cokes, none of the women at Grounders have been able to give her.  It’s a freedom she hasn’t felt since…
(“Cassie?… Cassie!”)
That night.
She can’t explain it anymore than the ESPN reporters can.  The closest thing to the truth she’s managed to say so far is,
“My suspension… I’m not saying that I’m glad it happened, but something about it got me back on track, made me really grateful for what I have,” she tells the middle-aged ESPN woman with the microphone in the locker room after the Kentucky game.  
“I don’t want to pry,” the ESPN woman says, “so obviously you don’t need to share the details of why exactly you were suspended, but would you characterize the suspension as a wake-up call?”
“Yeah,” Alex says, nodding.  The woman probably wants her to say something more, but Alex knows she’s on national television, so she just nods again and says, “Yeah.  A wake-up call.”  She looks into the camera at the last second — something she usually avoids — fleetingly wonders if Graham might see the interview, or if Ophelia’s older brother will see it and send a link to Graham.
What a dumb thing to wonder.  Why would Graham care?
The team doesn’t stay in a hotel room that night; after the game, there’s only time for quick showers, and then they’re heading to the airport for a flight back home.
On the bus to the airport, Alex takes out her phone, thumbs through her contacts until she finds Graham’s number.  Her last name is Griffin — Alex learned that from staring at the scrawl on her coffee cup.
Alex hesitates.  Graham’s insistence four days earlier that Alex should send her something about Cassie wasn’t invited and was frankly a little forward for her taste.  But she didn’t throw away the coffee cup
(“When you’re ready, you will.”)
for three days, and Graham’s name and number nevertheless ended up in her contacts.
Maybe it’s the lingering high of the game that’s got Alex thinking about writing to Graham now.  She wants to share this feeling of victory with someone besides her teammates, wants someone besides a reporter to ask her how she thinks it went.  It’s this same urge to share the unique feeling only basketball gives her that’s landed her in the beds of so many strangers this season.  
Because before that night, the first thing Alex used to do after a game was call Cassie and tell her how it went.  But now there’s no one to call, and so each game day only underscores the gaping hole in her life that Cassie once occupied.  She keeps trying to fill up that hole, but whatever (or whomever) she puts into it only leaves her feeling more empty than she was before.
So she stares at Graham’s name in the “To” line, stares at the blinking cursor in the text field for nearly a full minute before she starts typing.
She starts with:
 
We lived on the same hall 
freshman year.  That’s how 
we met.
 
She deletes it, because she’s not ready to open the door to telling Graham the beautifully perfect saga of how she and Cassie met and fell in love.  
She tries again.
 
She had blue eyes.  Except it depended 
on the light.  Sometimes they were more 
green than blue.
 
But this statement is somehow too intimate.  Alex deletes again.
 
September 1.  That was her 
birthday, she types.  
 
It’s innocuous.  Factual.  It doesn’t expose any of the most tender, raw pieces of Alex’s heart.  She presses send and shoves the phone back into her pocket so that she doesn’t have to think about it anymore.
They get almost all the way to the airport before her phone chimes with an incoming message.
 
Alex?
 
She’d stared at Graham’s number on the coffee cup for so long that for a moment, she’s completely forgotten that Graham doesn’t have her own number.  Of course a random text from a random number with a birthdate in it would be answered by a question.  Alex is just glad that Graham guesses correctly who’s on the other end.
 
Yes, Alex answers simply.
 
Five minutes pass before her phone chimes again.
 
Sean’s was November 13. 
 A Scorpio.
 
Alex smiles, because somehow it doesn’t surprise her that Graham would include Sean’s zodiac sign in her reply.  
Another chime comes a few seconds later, just as she’s walking through the airport’s sliding glass doors.
 
His favorite ice cream was 
Cherry Garcia
 
Alex thinks for a second, understanding that she’s supposed to say Cassie’s favorite flavor now, but she finally replies with:  
 
She didn’t like ice cream 
 
How can someone not like 
ice cream
 
She didn’t
I asked HOW?
 
Alex chuckles, both at Graham’s question and at the flash of a memory — of Cassie wrinkling her nose the last time Alex offered her ice cream.  They’d been sitting on the couch together at Cassie’s place, legs tangled together as they watched a movie, already in their pajamas even though it was only eight and the summer sun was still high in the sky.  
But memory can be funny, and the strange thing is that Alex can’t recall what movie they were watching; she only remembers the way Cassie turned up her nose at the offer to share Alex’s vanilla bean.    
I thought athletes were supposed to have better eating habits?  You’re halfway through that pint already.  Not to mention that dairy’s never done anything good for anyone.
Oh, Cass.  Live a little.
I’m going to go fix a salad.  Don’t stop the movie.
Unlike Alex, Cassie didn’t have a sweet tooth.  If she was going to indulge in anything — and she rarely did — it was going to be the kind of greasy, salty snack foods that drop out of vending machines.  
That night of the rejected ice cream, Cassie disappeared into the kitchen for so long that Alex began wondering if something had happened to her.  Ten minutes after she went missing, Alex padded into the tiny kitchen Cassie shared with her roommates, only to find her dainty, salad-advocating cheerleader sitting cross-legged on top of the counter, a guilty expression on her face and an extra-large bag of —
 
Cool ranch doritos, Alex types.  
Salty, not sweet.
 
— clutched possessively in her lap.
Nice salad, Alex said wryly.
You’ll keep my secret, won’t you?
Why does it have to be a secret that you like potato chips?
For the same reason I’ve never seen you eat dessert in public, Cassie answered.  You don’t want Coach Tynan to find out how you kill two pints of ice cream per week, do you?  Well, I don’t want my coach to know about my Dorito addiction.
Alex smiled and kissed the orange seasoning from the corner of Cassie’s mouth.  My lips are sealed.
Anika hip checks Alex, bringing her into the present.  “Who you sexting this time, sexy Lexie?”  
 
Why does it not surprise me that 
you like your girls on the salty side
Alex reads before shoving the phone back in her pocket.  
 
“Nobody.”
“Hmm,” Anika says skeptically.  “Your mad field goal percentage got your ego hopped up so high that you’re going to miss the flight to chase another casual Tinder fuck?”
Alex gives Anika a look cold enough to freeze blood.  
Alex is used to jealousy coming from people like Nia Assam, the second-string point guard who’s been aiming to undermine Alex on and off the court for the past two years, but hearing the jealousy seep out of Anika is different.  Anika’s her best friend.  But between Alex’s erratic behavior since that night, followed by the drinking, then the suspension, and then the phenomenal comeback that no one could’ve expected, there’s a wedge between them now that Alex doesn’t know how to remove.
Apparently, Anika doesn’t know how either; her eyes shift away from Alex’s, and she says gruffly, “C’mon, hot stuff.  We’re boarding.”
 
#
 
The salty comment must’ve been too much, Graham decides when an hour goes by without another reply from Alex.
She’s lying in her bed, facing the wrong way, feet propped up on the wall above the headboard, phone resting on her chest.  She lets her eyes drift closed, because it was already late when the first message came through, and now the clock is teetering precariously close to midnight.
Why’d she have to make that last comment?  
As Norse warrior-goddess as she is, Alex is also as skittish as an abused animal.  She’s like the spooked kitten Graham rescued as a child, cowering under a bush with wide eyes, requiring a steady, patient coaxing to draw her out.  A flirty, sarcastic comment about Alex’s taste in women was guaranteed to send her back into hiding for at least another day or two.
Oh well.  The weekend is only around the corner again, and with the weekend comes group, and with group comes Alex.  Graham will simply bide her time.
Except when Sunday morning finally rolls around, Graham wakes up to find two text messages waiting for her:
 
Can’t help it if I’m the sweet one
 
followed by
 
Won’t be at group this week.  In 
Florida for game on Sunday 
(7pm espn2).  Give Gus a kiss for me.
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Graham invites Brendan over to watch the game with her on Sunday evening, because she knows he lives in a crummy apartment with a messy roommate and no cable television.  The game in Florida’s a big deal, apparently, and even though it confuses Graham, Rosemont isn’t actually playing against Florida.  They’re playing against some small liberal arts school that Graham’s never heard of before because apparently this is the start of the some special tournament and Rosemont’s the team favored to win it all this year and the small liberal arts school shouldn’t even have made it into said tournament in the first place.
“That’s how March Madness works,” Brendan explains as he sits down on the couch and hands Graham one of the beers he brought with him.  “The top-seeded team plays the lowest-seeded team.”
“Why?  It seems a little unfair for the worst team to have to play the best.”
He gives her an indulgent smile like what she said was cute.  “I think they do it that way to prolong the tension.  You know, have the best teams knock out the weakest ones in the first round so that the games get more and more intense as the tournament progresses.”  He shrugs.  “But sometimes you never know.  Occasionally, there’s a first-round upset, and some major underdog ends up taking out the first seed or second seed.  That’s what’s great about college basketball.  It’s not always about the team with the most talent; it’s about the team with the most hunger.”
Graham nods, because it does make a certain amount of sense to her.  She can’t believe she’s watching her second basketball game in two weeks, though.  The game last week should’ve fulfilled her sports quota for two years.
But Alex’s message with the channel and the time was an invitation.  It was the skittish kitten poking its head out a little from her hiding space.  And Graham’s not about to send Alex back into hiding again by missing the game.
Besides, she has to admit that she wouldn’t mind watching the living work of art that is Alex Woods in action again.
When the pregame interviews start, Graham turns down the music she’s playing in the background and turns up the television set.  The female sports commentator holds out a mic for a tallish bald man who looks like he doesn’t smile very often.
“…stellar performance ever since her suspension ended?” Graham catches the commentator asking once the volume is back up.
“Well, Nancy, it’s like Alex told you herself after the game against Kentucky.  The suspension was a wake-up call.  I’m just proud of her — proud of all our Lady Raiders — for how far we’ve come together this season.”
“Do you have high hopes for the tournament?  Everyone’s saying Alexis Woods and the Lady Raiders are the team to beat this year, but the UConn women have held the championship title for four years running.  Are the Raiders going to be the team to end their winning streak?”
The bald man gives a wry grin and answers, “This is the NCAA tournament — anything can happen, everyone knows that.  I’m not someone to make big predictions.  Our players, our coaching staff, we’re going to focus on winning one game at a time, one quarter at a time, like we always do.”
Brendan nods in serious approval of the coach’s words, which almost makes Graham giggle.
“Okay, Coach Tynan, thank you,” the commentator says, and the bald man walks off the screen.  “There you have it, Pam.  Coach Don Tynan won’t make any big predictions about the tournament, but that’s not stopping other people from doing it, and this year, everybody’s hoping for a championship showdown between UConn and Rosemont.”
The image flashes back to the mop-haired Pam, sitting behind a desk in a studio somewhere.  “That’s for sure, Nancy,” she says.  “We’ll be interviewing Thomson’s coach when we come back from the break.  Tip-off for the first-round of this year’s NCAA tournament in five minutes.”
Brendan mutes the TV when the screen fades into its first commercial and turns to Graham.
“These games make me so damn nervous,” he says, taking another swallow of beer.
Now Graham allows the giggle to come out.  “Why?”
“I just… anything can happen at any moment,” he says, shaking his head.  Graham assumes Brendan means the games themselves, until he says:  “Every college athlete, they’re a single injury away from losing everything.  One injury away from their scholarship going up in smoke.  And if that happens — if Ophelia gets hurt, how’re we going to pay for a school like Rosemont, huh?  We were raised by a single mom who worked two jobs just to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table.  And Rosemont’s such a good school — the kind of school whose name can open doors for Ophelia, with or without its basketball program.  If she gets hurt… I don’t know what would happen to her.”
She pats Brendan’s knee, tries to help him lighten up.  “What’s the worst that can happen?  She transfers to State?  What’re you trying to say about our school?”
“You don’t understand, Graham.  It’s the scholarship, yes, and the school, yes, but it’s not only that.  It’s basketball itself.  Me and Ophelia, joining a team is what saved us.  I joined the army.  She joined a basketball team.  Without basketball in her life… I worry she’d fall apart.  Turn out like our mom.  Stay stuck in a one-horse mountain town the rest of her life, working at a plant, barely making ends meet.  But with basketball…  She wants to be a coach one day.  Start with a high school program, maybe, work her way up into college, maybe even the WNBA.  And she could do it, too, she’s smart.  Even if she got injured, she could still do that, but I don’t know.  See — that’s what I worry about.  I have this bad feeling in my gut that if she did get injured… if she lost her chance to be on a team, especially a winning one like this… something her inside might just quit, give up.  Am I making any sense?”
Graham considers this for a minute, because as neurotic as Brendan’s worries sound, she also knows a thing or two about giving up.  It’s exactly what she’s been struggling not to do for the past eight months, and sometimes she doesn’t know if she’s going to win the battle or not.
“Yeah, Bell.  It makes plenty of sense.”  They watch in silence until the commercial break’s got to be close to over, and when she finishes her beer, she asks him, “Ready for another one?”
He nods and she heads for the fridge, sliding her phone from her back pocket as she goes.  She opens her text messages and types in Alex’s name, writes, Good luck tonight.  We’re watching, but then doesn’t send it.  Something about the We’re watching makes it sound creepy, like spying or stalking.  Plus, she doesn’t want to make Alex nervous.  Although she wonders if anything could make the country’s best player nervous once she gets on the court.
Graham uses the bottle opener on her keychain to pop the tops from both beers before handing Brendan his.
“To an injury-free game,” she says, raising the bottle.
He clinks the neck of his bottle against hers.  “To an injury-free game,” he repeats, and they both take a long drink.  
 
#
 
Maybe Brendan’s nerves are contagious, maybe she’s just having another lapse of judgment, but Graham’s halfway through a third beer by the time halftime rolls around and feeling pretty tipsy.
Not that either one of them should be nervous by halftime.  Rosemont’s lead has widened to twelve points, and none of their starters look like they’ve even broken a sweat.  Their post players are each a few sizes bigger than Thomson College’s; their guards are all faster, their ball-handling abilities more deft.  And while Thomson struggles to keep up, the Rosemont women look like they’re playing a pick-up playground game, simply having fun, goofing around.  Graham’s almost embarrassed for the other team.
The halftime commentary doesn’t even bother to discuss the game so far; they’re already speculating on who Rosemont might face next and how badly the next team will get beaten.
After a few minutes of listening, Brendan mutes the television and Graham turns the music on her laptop back up.
“How long is halftime going to be?” Graham asks when she plops back down onto the couch and reaches for her beer.
“Twenty minutes.”
Graham sighs, which makes Brendan grin.
“Not the most exciting game so far, huh?”
She shakes her head.  “Maybe it would be more interesting if I understood more of the rules.”  She turns sideways on the couch, leaning against the armrest and propping her feet on Brendan’s thigh.
He gazes at the TV, rubbing one of Graham’s feet absent-mindedly.  “Nah,” he says.  “Not this game.  This game would be boring no matter how many of the rules you understood.  Trust me.”  
A commercial goes by; Graham watches a cartoon dog chasing a cat, listening to the trip hop coming from the speakers.
“Is your court-ordered therapy up yet?” Brendan asks.
It’s a sensitive question, and abrupt, and her instinct is to balk.  But Brendan and Rosita are the only two people, besides her mother, who’ve been told exactly what the judge required of her.
(“You’ll be haunted by your actions for the rest of your life,” the white-bearded old man in the black robe had told her, like he was some sort of Old Testament prophet.  “That alone will be a harsher punishment than anything I could ever give you.”)
She shakes her head.  Grimaces.  “No.  And I still hate it.”  She finishes the beer and rests the empty on the floor next to her.  
“Why?”
“Because it’s weird.  Talking to a stranger — or strangers, if you count the grief group I have to go to on Sundays — about Sean and Mariana and everything that happened, telling them about my friends all look differently at me now… if they look at me at all…”  She shrugs.
Brendan stops watching the muted commercials and turns his almost-black eyes onto Graham.  “I don’t look at you differently.”
“That’s because you served in Afghanistan.  You get how… shitty it is to … to lose someone.”  She shakes her head, frustrated.  “No, that’s not quite right.  What I mean is, you get what it’s like to… to…”
“To hold yourself responsible for someone else’s death?  To fall asleep each night wondering what you could’ve done differently, questioning each decision, each moment?”  He doesn’t take his eyes off her as he speaks.  “I do get it, Graham.  I get it more than you know.  And I know I’ve said it before, but… you don’t have to only talk to strangers.  You can talk to me.  I’m here.”
The sincere kindness in his voice makes Graham’s eyes sting with unexpected tears, and one of them slips onto her cheek before she can stop it.  She sniffs loudly, looks up at the ceiling.  Uses her sleeve to wipe at her eyes.
She laughs unsteadily.  “Oh, God.  Sorry, Bell.  I should’ve stopped at two beers.  Now I’m getting all weepy on you.”
He lifts her feet from his lap and scoots closer to her, draping her legs across his so that they’re almost shoulder-to-shoulder.  He reaches out, rests a hand on her arm.
“You can get weepy.  It’s okay.”
Normally she would brush his hand off, but not tonight, not on a Sunday evening only a few hours after group therapy, in which she watched the gentle giant Gus break down for the first time since she’s known him while he shared about his dead partner William.
“It’s just… They all blame me, you know? — Jeff and Sonja and Gina.  Malcolm, too, even though he’s nice about it.  And Rosita… half the time she blames herself.  The other half… she tries not to, but she blames me.”  A few more tears slip over the rims of Graham’s eyes, digging wet tracks down her cheeks.  “And it would be fine if… if they were wrong, if I didn’t deserve any of the blame, then I could brush it off.  But they’re not wrong, and I do deserve the blame, and I don’t know how I’m ever going to move past that — or even if I can move past it, or if I should move past it…”
A sob escapes her throat, and Brendan leans closer, wrapping the hand that was on her arm around her back, pulling her close.
“It’s okay, Graham, don’t hold it in.  I’ve got you.”
And there’s something so gentle and so healing in his voice that Graham welcomes it and doesn’t pull out of his grip, stays still when he pulls her onto his lap like she’s a child.  
He brushes an errant strand of hair from her forehead.  “I’ve got you,” he says again, and it feels good to be held.  
Graham’s free hand, the one that’s not pinned between her chest and his body, wanders up, touches the coarse stubble on the side of his face, runs down the line of his jaw to his dimpled chin.
“Brendan,” she whispers, and maybe it’s the alcohol, but she’s unraveling rapidly now.  There’s a plea in her voice.  “Make it stop.  Make it stop hurting so much.”
He searches her face with an unspoken question on his.
“Please, Bren, make it — ”
But he doesn’t let her finish.  His lips brush hers, gives her a chaste, gentle kiss.  Graham’s hand moves from his jaw to the back of his head, winding her fingers through his hair, pulling him down into a deeper, harder kiss.  And he answers it by laying Graham back against the couch, pushing the remote control onto the floor with a clatter.
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I watched the game.  First half, 
anyway.  You guys were beating 
the other team up so bad I couldn’t 
bear to watch the second half.
 
Alex’s sitting on a bed in a hotel room she’s sharing with her usual clique — Anika, Iris, and Ophelia — when the message from Graham comes through.  Anika’s lying stomach-down next to her, knees bent so that her enormous feet point at Alex while her head points at the TV, watching ESPN2’s highlights of the first round of the tournament and totally oblivious to everyone else in the room. Ophelia’s clipping her nails at the table while she giggles on the phone with Lawrence; Iris’s lying on the other bed still fully dressed in her warm-up uniform, hands laced across her stomach, legs crossed at the ankles, lightly snoring.
 
The second half was 
a lot like the first, Alex writes back.  
 
I didn’t play much; Coach T 
let Nia finish them off.  
 
We still won by 18.
 
Ophelia’s brother came over 
and we watched you guys 
together.  He tried to explain 
some of the rules.  I now know 
what a foul is.  Sort of.
 
Alex smiles.  She wants to talk about something else besides basketball, but there’s only one other topic she shares with Graham, and she doesn’t know if she should broach it or not.  
After a moment’s hesitation, she decides to bring it up anyway.  
 
How was the grief group?
 
A flashing word bubble appears for a long time.  The text that finally appears says:  
 
Kind of miserable.  Gus talked 
about William.  Started crying 
big snotty crocodile tears.  Had 
everyone in the room crying by 
the end, even Mary.  One of those 
Sundays where I left feeling a lot 
more depressed than when I came 
in, you know?
 
I’ve only been twice, Alex responds, 
but I felt depressed when I left 
both times.  Are you saying it’s 
NOT always like that?
 
There’s no answer for a minute.  Alex drops the phone into her lap after a few seconds, looking up when Anika lifts both her hands in frustration and yells, “Oh, come on!” at the TV screen.
“What?” Alex asks.
“They’re talking about us versus UConn again.  Stupid ‘I-have-my-head-up-my-ass’ Pam Gyllenhaal says it’s ‘questionable’ if I can beat Jerkins in the paint.  I could slice up Jerkins’ skinny white ass, fry it, and eat it for breakfast along with eggs and OJ.”
“As appetizing and bizarrely graphic as that image is, you should turn ESPN off,” Alex says.  “They’re gonna get in your head.  Find a movie or something.”
Anika grumbles something inaudible that sounds like a protest, but she lifts the remote from its spot on the floor and starts flipping through channels.
Alex’s phone vibrates against her leg.
 
I feel like I keep making 
progress… only to backslide, Graham texts back.  
 
It doesn’t exactly answer Alex’s question.
 
What counts as “backsliding”?
 
Anika stops changing channels and settles on Spiderman — one of the Toby Maguire versions.  Alex half-watches, half-waits for another message from Graham.
It takes a good five minutes for her phone to chime again.
 
Getting suspended for 
showing up drunk to a 
game.  I’m pretty sure that’s 
“backsliding.”
 
Alex scowls, face burning.  But Graham’s just brash; it’s her way.  Alex doesn’t know her well yet, but that’s one thing that’s already obvious.
 
Who told you? 
 
she asks, but only a second after she sends the message, she answers her own question.  Her eyes land on Ophelia, who’s still smiling and giggling on the phone with Lawrence at the far end of the room.  Ophelia told either Lawrence or Brendan, obviously, and Brendan’s apparently good friends with Graham.
Alex should be mad.  And she should end this text conversation right now.  It was rude for Graham to even bring it up.  But she finds that there’s a part of herself that’s actually relieved that Graham knows the truth about her suspension.  The girl’s probably only trying to help.  And unlike the friends surrounding her at this moment, Graham actually has an idea about what Alex’s going through.
 
Never mind I don’t need 
to know who told you
 
She thinks a second and types something else.  
 
Tho backsliding would imply 
I’d made forward progress in 
the first place.
 
I’m def not judging, Graham’s next message says.  
God knows I’ve done worse.
 
OK but that’s backsliding for 
ME.  I asked what’s backsliding 
for YOU.
 
*sigh* Graham writes, then
 
I’ve been drinking too much, 
like you.  And sleeping with anybody, 
male or female, who looks at me 
twice.  
 
And smoking, she adds in another text after a second.  Then comes a fourth text:  
 
Although you’ll be glad to 
hear I stopped smoking. :-)
 
Sounds like we’re more alike than 
I would’ve thought.
 
Except for the smoking.
 
And sleeping with males.
 
LOL, Graham answers, followed by 
 
(sorry I shouldn’t be laughing, this 
really isn’t funny)
 
The long-flashing word bubble comes back while Graham types something else that must be particularly long — or hard to get out.  Alex’s attention wanders back to the TV.
“It amplifies characteristics of its host,” says some scientist guy to Toby Maguire’s Peter Parker character, “especially aggression.  This could be dangerous.  Peter… you didn’t keep any, did you?”
“Oh — is this the one where Peter Parker turns into evil Spiderman?” Alex asks Anika.
“Shush,” Anika says, kicking at Alex with one of her long legs.  “I haven’t seen it before.”
“How could you have not seen it?  It’s like a decade old.”
“I haven’t, okay?  I had an overprotective Asian father who still thinks I’m going to turn out to be a fucking doctor.  So shut your trap and let me watch.”
 
You know what we should do? Alex reads when the phone finally vibrates again.  
 
We should start our own “group 
therapy.”  You and me.  
 
We can be like accountability 
partners.  Have you heard of those?  
You keep me out of trouble and 
I’ll keep you out of trouble.  
And no talking about our childhoods 
or how we can’t express our emotions 
in a healthy way because our 
mommies didn’t teach us how or any 
of that stupid Freudian crap.  And if 
we don’t want to talk about Sean or 
Cassie, we don’t have to.  What do you 
think?  
 
Alex scrolls through the lengthy message a couple of times before responding.  
 
idk.  I’ve already got more 
therapy in my life than I ever 
wanted.
 
Graham sends a link.  
 
Read this.  Accountability partners 
doesn’t have to mean more therapy 
per se.  I shouldn’t have used that word.
 
Alex opens the link Graham sent, skims through the short article about accountability partners.
 
What exactly is an accountability partner?  The term originally came into being in the 1960s, when people trying to lose weight paired up to encourage each other to keep their eating and exercise commitments.  Later, the term was used primarily in a religious context, when two people partnered to help one another maintain certain shared values.  These days, even business people use accountability partners to set and achieve goals…
 
You want me to be the one to help 
you keep you on the str8 and narrow? 
Alex types skeptically.  
 
I can’t even do that for myself.
 
Which is the point of working together.  
We’ll check in with each other.  
Encourage each other to be good, to 
stick to our commitments.  
 
You coach me I coach you.
 
Alex considers Graham’s texts, letting her eyes wander back to “Spiderman 3” just as Peter Parker’s red-headed girlfriend breaks up with him.
“I’m lonely.  You aren’t there for me,” she says between tears.  She wipes her face.  “I can’t do this.  It’s over.”
“No,” Peter whines, half-crying himself.  “Please… please don’t say that.  I know I’ve been selfish, but…”
But Alex can’t watch any more.  It wasn’t that great a movie the first time she saw it when she was eleven or twelve, and she’s definitely not in the mood to watch Peter Parker spiral down into an alien-goo-induced heart of darkness.  
She drops the phone on the nightstand, heads to the bathroom to brush her teeth and get ready for bed.  When she returns a few minutes later, she picks up the phone again — not to carry on her conversation with Graham, but to plug it in and set the alarm clock for the morning.
But a whole string of texts has appeared in the five minutes she was gone.
 
Look, the first one reads, followed by:
 
I’m sorry if I shouldn’t have asked  
I know we don’t know each other 
that well.  I just feel like we could help 
each other.  That’s all.
 
Don’t get weirded out when I say this, 
but I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately
And I have this feeling we “get” each other.
 
I don’t have many people like that in my life 
anymore
 
Maybe you do
 
And if that’s true then ok just forget I asked
 
But if you don’t… Maybe just think about 
it, alright?
 
Alex reads through the sequence of texts, thumbs hovering over the virtual keyboard as she wonders how to respond.  Again she’s not sure how to feel:  Part of her wishes she’d never added Graham as a contact; part of her is glad the nosy, brash, still slightly infuriating girl would have the audacity to make a proposition like this to someone who’s more-or-less a stranger.
Because Alex agrees with Graham, at least on some level — they do seem to get each other and they probably could help each other.
“Dude,” Anika says, rolling onto her side to look back at Alex.  “Who the hell keeps texting you?  Your phone’s been vibrating like it’s a damn sex toy.”
“Just a friend,” Alex says.
Anika glances around the room dramatically.  “A friend?  My phone’s in silent mode, Iris is sleeping like the dead, and Ophelia’s phone is currently occupied by a certain biracial hunk with eight-pack abs.  As far as I know, you don’t have any other friends.”
“As far as you know,” Alex retorts.
Anika’s eyes narrow.  “Are you cheating on me, Lex?  ’Cause the last time your phone vibrated like that, it was Cassie on the other end.”
Alex clenches her jaw, glares wordlessly at Anika.
Iris rolls over in her sleep, as if the sudden frosty atmosphere in the room has seeped into her dreams.  Ophelia pauses in her conversation with Lawrence, glances over at Anika and Alex with her mouth slightly ajar.
“Sorry,” Anika mutters, abandoning the stare-down contest to turn back towards the TV.  She punches the pillow beneath her chest into shape.  “I didn’t realize we still weren’t allowed to mention She-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.  Forgive me for thinking you might actually be ready to talk about something other than basketball to your best-fucking-friend.”  She turns up the volume on the television set, signaling the end of the conversation.
Alex pulls the covers of the bed back, turns off the light above her.
She closes her eyes.  A few seconds pass.  She rolls onto her side, reaches for her phone where it sits on the nightstand between the two beds.  Opens up Graham’s long string of messages.
 
Sorry I was in the bathroom when your 
texts came through, she sends.  
 
The flashing word bubble appears right away as she types out her next message, and Graham’s message comes through before she has a chance to finish her reply.  
 
Oh thank god I thought I’d 
totally freaked you out LOL 
 
arrives just as Alex sends  
 
I hear what you’re saying.  About us 
getting each other I mean.
 
And I understand what u mean abt 
not having other people in your life 
who get it.
 
So… I’ll give it a try.
 
Alex thinks a moment, adds another text:  
 
I’m in Gainesville for a couple more 
days for the tournament, then I come home 
for close to a week before I have to leave 
again for the third round (assuming we win)
 
You’ll win, Graham writes back right away.  
 
Brendan says you guys are the 
best team in the country this year.
 
Alex can’t help but let herself smile at the comment.  The way they’ve been playing together lately — they’re unstoppable and everyone recognizes it.  The team’s got a magic touch this year that she’s rarely seen.  And if Alex can just keep holding her shit together on the court for a couple more weeks… 
 
What’s your schedule like 
on Monday? she asks Graham.
 
Free after 3pm
 
Coffee at 4? Alex suggests, then adds, 
Do you know Black Joe’s?
 
I LIVED at black joe’s freshman 
year.  4 works
 
See you then
 
Ok
 
Good night, Graham
 
Good night, Alex
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Alex waits for Graham in a sunny spot by the window at Black Joe’s, twirling her coffee stirrer lackadaisically while she watches people on the sidewalk pass by.  Everyone’s in warm-weather clothes today — the girls in light, floral dresses; the boys in shorts and flip flops.  It’s two-thirds of the way through March, and although home isn’t as warm as Gainesville was, Alex’s glad that the dreariest part of the month is over.  It’s hard enough for her to keep her spirits up without having to contend with grey skies all the time.
She’s fifteen minutes early, but she only has to wait five minutes before a slightly disheveled Graham pushes through the door.  It takes a few seconds before Graham spots Alex, giving her a chance to take in the changed appearance of the girl she hasn’t seen in almost two weeks.
The last traces of the bad dye job have totally disappeared, and Graham’s hair is pinned up today in a tasteful — if slightly sloppy — bun, held in place with yellow pencils.  Her clothes look clean and neat; even her old messenger bag looks like it’s been through the wash.  The purple circles beneath her eyes are still there, but they’ve faded, allowing her blue-grey eyes to stand out.  They seem to sparkle under the light of the late afternoon sun.
How is it that Alex hadn’t noticed those eyes before?
Graham smiles when she sees Alex, weaves her way through the tables until she reaches the window seat.  
“Hi,” she says, sliding onto the stool next to Alex, but the word is almost completely blotted out by a loud rock song suddenly emanating from Graham’s breast pocket.  “Oh, God — sorry, sorry,” she says to Alex, fumbling as she pulls a phone from her denim jacket.  
When Graham looks at the screen, she mumbles an irritated, “Oh fuck me,” and sends the call to voicemail before silencing the phone and returning it to the pocket.  She turns back to Alex, who has one eyebrow raised in a silent question-mark.
Graham responds to Alex’s expression by letting out a nervous laugh, pushing back a loose strand of hair.  “So remember how I said I keep seeming to make progress and then I backslide?”  She taps the phone in her pocket.  “That call, that was a backslide.”
Alex’s eyebrow stays arched.  “I see.”
Graham leans forward a little, resting her elbow on the long black counter that runs the length of the window.  She lowers her voice.  “Ever made the mistake of sleeping with a friend, and then having things get all… weird?”
Alex shakes her head.
“Well, take it from me, since I’ve tried it a couple of times now — it’s not worth it.  Once you friendzone somebody, it’s better for all parties involved if they just stay there.”  Graham glances at her watch.  “So I thought I’d be the early one, but you’ve already been here and bought a coffee.  What time did you get here?”
“Not long ago.  Five minutes before you, maybe.  I tend to be early.”
Graham smiles, stands back up.  “I’ll keep that in mind.  I’m going to get a tea or something — can’t drink coffee this late in the day or I’ll be up all night.  You need anything while I’m up?”
Alex shakes her head no, has to stop herself from getting up and following Graham to the counter.  She’s not used to having coffee with a girl without offering to pay.  But this isn’t a date, of course, and there’s no reason for her to treat Graham.  They’re here to talk about… accountability, apparently.  So she stays seated, goes back to stirring her coffee and gazing out the window until Graham gets back.
When Graham returns, she sets an minty-smelling tea down on the counter and digs around in her messenger bag for a moment before producing a black Sharpie and a notebook.  
“Okay.  Down to business, right?  Let’s write our accountability contract,” she announces, flipping the notebook open to a clean page and uncapping the Sharpie.  She writes GRAHAM at the top of the page and draws a rectangle around it, then ALEX halfway down and puts a box around that, too.  
She scribbles a bullet point beneath her own name and writes as she talks.  “What I want to do, for starters, is to stop fucking drinking so much, because it seems like that’s what always leads to my worst decisions.  So my first goal is no drinking except on Fridays or Saturdays — but I’m not allowed to drink on both Fridays and Saturdays.”
Alex peers at the notebook page, which is upside down from her angle, and watches No drinking except Fridays OR Saturdays appear in loopy black ink.  The word OR gets three underlines beneath it.
“Now,” Graham says.  “What’s your first accountability goal?”
Alex straightens.  Hesitates.  “How exactly does this work, again?” she asks, unable to keep the skepticism out of her voice.
“So we’ll each commit to some goals.  Like this one,” she says, tapping the No drinking except… line.  “And a few times per week, you’ll check in with me to make sure I’m keeping my commitments, and I’ll check in with you to make sure you’re keeping yours.”
“Check in how?”
Graham shrugs.  “Text.  Phone call.  You’ve got my number.”
“What am I supposed to say when I call?”
“I don’t know.  ‘Graham, you’re not at Grounders tonight… are you?’”  Graham pitches her voice lower, slower when she says it, and Alex realizes with dismay that she’s being imitated.  She wills herself not to blush, concentrates on the blonde’s next words instead of the heat rising to her face.  “And so then I might say something like, ‘No, Alex.  I’m at home.  Working on homework.’  Or… another way it could work is if I’m afraid I might give in to temptation and go drink.  Then I could call you, and you could talk me out of it.”
“And if it doesn’t work?  If you’re at Grounders, drinking on a Wednesday?  Then what?”
Graham chews her lip, thinking.  When Alex catches herself eyeing the full bottom lip caught between Graham’s teeth, she quickly shifts her gaze back into the depths of her coffee mug.
“Well… that’s a good point,” Graham says thoughtfully.  “There needs to be some kind of consequence if we break our promises to ourselves…  It has to be meaty enough that we won’t want to do it, but not so meaty that we refuse to do it if we get caught breaking a commitment.”  A moment later, her face brightens.  “How about, if one of us breaks a promise to ourselves, we have to clean the other person’s apartment?”
“Clean the other person’s apartment?”  Still skeptical.  Still wondering why she agreed to this.
“Yeah.”
“I live in a dorm room with Iris, not an apartment.  Part of the scholarship arrangement,” Alex says.  “And Iris is a neat freak.”
Graham shrugs.  “So it’ll be extra, extra clean if I end up breaking one of my commitments.”
“Doesn’t sound like much of a consequence for you.  And what if you’re a slob?”
Graham’s blue eyes twinkle when she grins.  “Maybe I am.  Maybe I’m not.  Nothing like a looming, unknown threat to keep you on the straight and narrow, right?”
Alex sighs, sips her coffee, then gives a single nod.  “Alright.  But maybe you should agree to clean out my truck instead of my room.  I don’t know if Iris will allow anyone else with cleaning supplies to cross the threshold.”
Graham turns the notebook sideways, scrawls, When G breaks a commitment, she cleans A’s truck.  When A breaks a commitment, she cleans G’s apartment.
When she’s done writing, she meets Alex’s eyes and lifts her eyebrows.  “Well?”
“Well what?”
“What’s your first commitment?”
“Oh.”  Alex taps the rim of her mug, rests her chin in her other palm.  She thinks about the hotel room a couple of nights earlier, remembers the uncomfortable tension that keeps coming between her and Anika.  She knows she’s to blame for it, and she’s afraid if she doesn’t fix it, it’ll seep into gameplay.  
“I need to start treating my friends better,” she says at last, figuring it’s a safe place to start.  “Everything with… What I did to get suspended, that let the whole team down.  And… I know they’re only trying to help me.  So I need to try to be a better friend.”
Graham doesn’t write it down.  Instead, she furrows her brow and purses her lips.  “But how are you going to measure that?”
“Measure it?”
“Yeah — I mean, like not drinking except for a Friday or a Saturday, that’s easy to measure.  If I drink on any other day of the week, or if I drink both Friday and Saturday, then I’ve broken my commitment.  See?  Clear-cut, easy to know if you’ve broken it or not.  But how are we going to judge whether or not you’re being a better friend?”
Alex doesn’t answer, gazes out the window.
“Do you spend time with them anymore?” Graham asks softly.  She doesn’t have to specify what the anymore means.  Both girls understand the word translates into since Cassie died.
“Other than seeing them two hours every day for practice, sharing a hotel room with them every time we’re on the road, and going out to Grounders every Wednesday that we don’t have a Thursday game?” Alex asks sarcastically.
“Okay, okay, so you spend time with them.  Then what is it you’re doing to be a crap friend?  Besides drinking before games?”
Alex lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.
Graham just waits, doesn’t move her blue eyes from Alex’s green ones.
Finally Alex sighs, conceding the stare-down contest by shifting her gaze out the window once more.  “I spend time with them, but we don’t talk about anything except basketball anymore.”  Again, there’s that anymore word that neither of them elaborate on.  “And when they ask me how I’m doing, or how the therapy sessions are going, or… anything like that, I snap at them or I find a way to change the topic.”
Graham looks thoughtful for a moment.  “I understand about things with your friends being awkward.  My roommate is — was — Sean’s step-sister.  She was supposed to be the designated driver that night, but she left early with her boyfriend, so that’s why I ended up driving.  We still live together.  But it’s hard, sometimes.”
Alex’s brow pulls down into a sympathetic frown.  “How do you do it?”
“You mean how do we still live together?” Graham clarifies.  She shrugs.  “Rosita’s my best friend.  Has been since we were freshmen in high school.  And we make good roommates.  I stayed at my mom’s for the first few weeks after the accident, but I never seriously considered moving out.  I don’t think she did, either.”
Alex sips her coffee, wondering what it would’ve been like if Anika had been Cassie’s step-sister.  She wonders what it would be like to talk to any of her former girlfriend’s friends or family at this point, knowing that some of them blame her for the motorcycle accident that took Cassie’s life.
“Things between me and Rosita…” Graham starts before trailing off.  “It works because we both want to make it work.  That’s what you have to do — you have to try to make things work with your friends.  And it doesn’t work if you just shut them down all the time.”  She grins.  “I bet you’re good at that, right?  Shutting people down?”
Alex half-laughs, nods.  “Yeah.  I guess I am.”
Graham pulls the Sharpie cap off with her teeth, makes a bullet point under Alex’s name and writes, No changing the topic or snapping at friends.  She takes the cap out of her mouth and taps what she’s written with the end of the marker.  “This is your first commitment, okay?  That’s how we’re going to measure it.”
“Okay,” Alex agrees.  She manages a crooked smile.
“So that’s one down.  What else do you want to work on?”
She and Graham end up with two more commitments each.  Alex’s include No drinking alone and No more random hook-ups, at least until the end of the basketball season.  Graham’s are Homework has to be finished before painting and No more hooking up with anyone except Nikki.
Alex tries to brush off the way her stomach twists when the words except Nikki gets added to Graham’s last commitment.  She reminds herself that Graham’s inexplicable interest in Blonde Dreadlocks is none of her business.
They each sign their names at the bottom of the notebook page, then spend nearly another hour in the coffee shop together simply talking and laughing.  When Alex leaves, she walks with a lighter step than she has in weeks.
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The Lady Raiders head back to Florida later that week, and the Sweet Sixteen game is the closest thing they’ve had to a challenge in the tournament so far.  Anika gets into foul trouble early in the game.  Ophelia takes an elbow to the face hard enough that she sits out most of the second half.  But Rosemont is a championship-level team, and championship teams have deep benches.  Alex grudgingly admits that Nia ends up having her best game of the season after she comes in for Ophelia, and even Zee Roberts, the forward who goes in for Anika when she fouls out with ten minutes left to play, manages to make things happen in a way Alex’s never seen her do before.
Afterwards, a herd of reporters want to talk to Alex about the Raiders’ many challenges, when all she wants to do is disappear into the locker room and catch her breath.  But this is part of it.  Especially during March Madness, especially when you’re the co-captain of a team that might go all the way this year, talking with the press is part of it.
“Alexis, what were you thinking when you looked up at the scoreboard at the end of the first half and saw that you were behind by six?” asks the woman with the microphone.
“I was thinking about how you can’t ever underestimate a team, and how you definitely can’t underestimate anybody during the tournament.  Everyone who’s still here wants it bad, so you just have to keep being the team that wants it the most.”
“What about UConn?” the woman asks.  “You think the Raiders want a championship this year more than the Huskies?”
Alex looks straight at the camera, smiles crookedly when she says, “I think UConn knows we’re coming for them.  And I think they’d better watch out.”
 
#
 
“So freakin’ arrogant,” Brendan complains when Alex’s interview is over, turning off the TV and tossing the remote onto Rosita and Graham’s coffee table.
“Why’ve you got it out for Woods so bad?” asks a bemused Tip from the other couch.
Brendan jabs a finger at the blank screen of the television.  “Because they act like Woods is the only player on the whole fucking team!  I’d like to see them interview someone else after the game for once, give the game’s MVP to someone else besides her or Singh.”
Graham’s trying to tune them out as she discreetly texts Alex.  
 
AMAZING game tonight.  Proud of you :-)
 
“Someone else… like your sister?” Tip asks.
Brendan opens his mouth to respond, but Rosita cuts him off.
“Simmer down there, buddy,” she chides.  “You should just be glad they won.  It was a tight game tonight.”
Tip nods in agreement, wraps an arm around his girlfriend’s shoulders.
“Ophelia’s lucky that elbow didn’t break her nose,” Brendan grumbles.  “As it is, she’s gonna have a black eye.  But it wouldn’t’ve happened at all if Woods hadn’t let her man get around her.”
Annoyed, Graham rolls her eyes.  “So now it’s Alex’s fault that Ophelia took an elbow to the face?  What else is her fault, Bren?  Gas prices?  The state of American politics?”
Rosita and Tip both snicker.
Brendan fixes a dark stare on Graham, takes a long time before he answers.  “Maybe.  When you’re selfish, a lot of things turn out to be your fault.”
The room fills with a thick, unpleasant silence.  Graham’s not sure how to take Brendan’s words — his expression and tone of voice suggest they were aimed at her.  But she’s not sure if he’s referring to the car accident, or the fact that she slept with him last week and now refuses to talk about it, or something else entirely.
Regardless of what he was hinting at, Graham unfolds her legs from her place on the opposite end of the couch and stalks out of the room.
“Graham — ” he calls after her, an apology already in his voice, but she slams the door to her bedroom and turns on her music.  Cranks the volume, pulls out her palette and paintbrushes.
A knock comes on the door a minute later.  “Graham…” comes Brendan’s muffled voice through the cheap wood.  “I’m sorry for saying that.  It was an asshole thing to do.”  He pauses, maybe waiting for Graham to answer him, which she doesn’t.  “It’s just… the tournament’s got me all wound up — that, and… Can you open the door so we can talk face-to-face, please?  Graham?”
She squeezes black oil paint onto the palette, rolls a brush around in it.
“C’mon, Graham.  Talk to me.  Don’t shut me down like this.”
The paintbrush hovers a few inches from the canvas, the same painting Graham’s been working on for weeks.  The painting that should’ve been finished by now, the one whose black smudges she now recognizes for the player Brendan can’t stand. 
No changing the topic or snapping at friends, Graham remembers.  No shutting people down.  And even though it’s not her commitment to keep, she sighs and sets the brush and palette down on her desk.  She crosses the room, opens the door for Brendan, then sits in the roller chair behind the desk, motioning him in.
He steps inside, closes the door behind him.  Glances around the room a little like he’s not sure what to do now that he’s here.  He opts for leaning against the closed door.
Graham realizes that Brendan’s never been in her room, and she watches his face while his eyes scan the walls, which are covered in artwork.  Some of it’s Graham’s own work, like the semi-abstract portrait of Sean that hangs over her bed; some of it comes from her favorite artists, including Max Ernst, Lisa Yuskavage, Frida Kahlo, Pablo Picasso.
“Sit,” she tells him, gesturing at the unmade bed.
He obeys, perching on its edge, leaning forward.  “Graham, I — ”
She holds up a hand.  “I never should’ve slept with you.  Let’s get that out of the way with right now.  I used you because I was feeling vulnerable that day, and lonely, and it felt good to have someone pay attention to me and hold me.”
He nods.  “I know you didn’t mean to, Graham, and maybe you’re feeling confused about it, but I — ”
“I’m not confused,” she says with a sigh, folding one knee into her chest and combing loose hair away from her face with her fingers.  “I don’t have feelings for you the way you do for me.  I’m sorry about that, but I just don’t.”
“Maybe you don’t now,” he says.  “And I can understand that, because of everything with… everything with Sean.  But I get being confused right now, and I — ”
Graham groans.  “Brendan.  What did I just say?  I’m not confused, okay?  You’re not — ”
“Will you let me finish?  I was going to say that I shouldn’t have pushed it with you last week.  I knew you were hurting, and we’d both had a few drinks, and…”  He shakes his head, stares down at the speckled drop-cloth that covers most of Graham’s bedroom floor.  “I should’ve known better.  I followed my heart instead of my head, and I’m sorry.”
A few seconds pass.  She talks herself into not being quite so hard on him.
“I’m sorry, too,” she says quietly.
He looks up.  “I know things are really mixed up for you these days.  But if that ever changes… if maybe one day you decide you want to take a chance on me…”
His eyes are big and hopeful, and it makes Graham nuts because she hates puppy-dog eyes, it’s what Sean used to do every time she got mad at him, and there’s something about boys who reveal their whole soul in their big brown eyes that she’s never been able to resist.
“If my feelings change, Bren… I promise you’ll be the first to know.”
Brendan nods, his eyes resume a normal, non-soulful size.  “That’s all I ask.”
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The text from Alex comes a few hours later, when Graham’s already up past her bedtime, painting.
 
I’m thinking about cleaning 
your apartment, it says.
 
Half-alarmed, half-amused, she wipes the paint off her fingers and types, 
 
Why
 
Out with Anika at bar, comes the reply.
 
You’re drinking?  But you’re 
not drinking alone.
 
No that’s not the commitment 
I’m about to break
 
Graham knows what Alex’s other two commitments are without having to open up the notebook.  She has a hunch about which one Alex might be referring to, but she’s still hopeful when she replies, Then be nice to Anika.
 
Guess again Graham lol
 
Graham flops onto her bed, smiling despite herself.  
 
You’re drunk, aren’t you?
 
Only a little
 
Don’t you have to play 
again tomorrow?
 
At night.  Plenty of time to 
recover.
 
Kids these days, Graham types.  
No work ethic.
 
pssh, Alex answers.
 
Maybe if Graham can distract Alex for long enough, she won’t break her third commitment.  She thinks for a moment before asking, 
 
What would your coach say 
if he knew what you were 
up to right now? 
 
What he doesn’t know won’t 
hurt him
 
I think you should stop while 
you’re ahead, Alex
 
I think I should stop after 
giving head, Graham
 
That’s… kind of tasteless.  
Not to mention TMI
 
A couple minutes pass without a response, which Graham finds worrisome.  She drums her fingers across the edge of the phone, pensive.  She’s glad that her new friend’s having a good time, but they did agree to be accountability partners for a reason, after all, and she suspects that’s why Alex is reaching out right now.  Despite her rebel-without-a-cause resistance, Alex wants Graham to stop her from doing this.
Graham makes up her mind.  Instead of sending another text, she presses the call button.  
It rings three times and is halfway through the fourth when Alex picks up.
The first thing Graham hears is the thumping sound of bass in the background and the amorphous cacophony of people talking and laughing over the music.
“…take this call,” a familiar voice on the other end says faintly.
“Alex?  Are you there?”
“We won, Graham!  We’re moving on to the Elite Eight!  Boo-yah!”  
She knows it’s Alex, but it’s a version of the girl she’s not heard before.  It’s giddy — too giddy, really.  
“I know,” Graham says.  “Did you get my earlier text?  I watched the game with Brendan and my roommate and her boyfriend.”
“It was looking bad at the beginning of the second half, ’specially after Ophelia took that elbow to the face,” she slurs.  “But we pulled it out, didn’t we? — still won by seven in the end.”
Someone in the background yells Alex’s name.  There’s a sound of static and rustling and Alex’s muffled voice telling someone to hold on.
“Sorry,” Alex says.  “There’s this girl here who’s been buying me drinks all night who wants me to dance with her.  She’s why I texted you.”
When Graham speaks again, she uses the formal tone that she normally reserves only for imitating her mother.  “I know you want to celebrate and all, Alex, but as your accountability partner, I must remind you that you’ve made a commitment to yourself not to hook up with anyone until the season’s over.  You decided it wasn’t healthy for a reason.”
Instead of a reply from Alex, Graham hears a distant, “Who’re you talking to?”
“My friend Graham,” Alex tells the mystery person.
“Who’s Graham?”
More rustling and static and words Graham can’t make out.
“Hello?” says an unfamiliar female voice.
“Uh… hi.  Who’s this?” Graham asks, thinking she must be talking to the girl who’s been buying Alex drinks.
“This is Anika Singh.  Who the fuck are you and why are you calling my girl when we’re up in da club?”
Graham laughs.  “I’m Graham.  I’m a friend of Alex’s.”
There’s a long pause on the other end, then Anika says, “No way.  Alex doesn’t have any friends except for us.”
Graham remembers Anika’s name from the game she watched earlier, so she guesses that by except for us, Anika means the rest of the Rosemont basketball team.  
“…texting last week,” Graham hears Alex say in the background.
“Listen, Anika,” Graham says.  “Is there a girl flirting with Alex right now?”
Anika laughs loudly.  “When is there not a girl flirting with Alex?”
“Okay.  I think Alex wants me to stop her from hooking up with her.  That’s probably why she took my call.”
More laughter on the other end.  “I don’t know who you are, Graham, but you should be a fucking comedian, because that’s the funniest fucking thing I’ve heard in, like, a month.  You think Alex wants you to stop her?  Riiiiight.”
“I’m serious, Anika.  If you’re really Alex’s friend, get her out of there before she does something she regrets.  Besides, you two have a game tomorrow night.  You shouldn’t be partying so hard right now.”
“Did Coach Tight-ass put you up to this?”
“No, I told you, I’m — ”
“Alex!” Anika shouts, making Graham wince and pull the phone from her ear.  “This girl on the phone’s a spy for Tight-ass!  She wants me to take you home!  Here, take your…”  
Anika’s voice fades into more static.  Alex returns.  “These Florida girls are so hot, Graham,” she half-whispers into the phone.  “They all dress like they’re going to head to the beach at any moment.  And this one I’m talking to, she’s blonde, like you.  Hers is fake, though, I’m pretty sure.”
“Alex… you’re driving me crazy,” Graham groans.  “If I were there right now, I’d drag you out of that bar by your half-shaved head, I swear.”
“I wish you were here right now, Graham.”
Graham’s heart definitely didn’t just skip a beat.  And the sincerity she heard in Alex’s tone was only her imagination.  Or the booze talking.
“Just promise me you won’t hook up with the bleach-blonde.”
There’s a long, staticky exhalation on the other end.
“Alex?  Say it.  Tell me you promise not to hook up with her.”
“I can dance with her, though — right?” Alex asks, and Graham can’t help but think of a little kid bargaining with her mom.
“Yes.  You can dance with her.  But both hands stay on your side of her clothes, alright?  And keep your lips to yourself.  And Alex?  If she asks you to follow her to the bathroom, or to her car — or anywhere, actually — say no, okay?”
Alex laughs.  “Aye, aye, accountability partner.  I promise to be good.  Oh  — hey, I need to go.  Bye, Graham.”
“Bye, Al — ” but there’s a Call disconnected beep before she can even get the girl’s name out.
Graham heaves an exhausted, exasperated sigh, but she’s grinning as she drops the phone onto her pillow and picks her paintbrush back up.
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Alex wakes up with a hangover, but it’s really not that bad, only a dull throb pulsing behind dry eyes.  Anika is sleeping heavily next to her; one of her long arms dangles over the side of the bed; one foot still wears a gigantic, black and white wingtip Doc Marten.  Iris and Ophelia are gone, and Alex sees there’s a note written on hotel stationary and stuck under a full glass of water on the nightstand beside her.
She pulls the note out, not quite ready for the water.
We went out for breakfast.  You guys both looked like you needed sleep more than food, it says in Ophelia’s handwriting.  Don’t forget that there’s a team meeting at 12 and a light practice at 2.
Alex groans as she sits up, touches the button at the bottom of her phone to see what time it is.  Just after ten already.  That explains why the room is filled with harsh Florida sunlight.
She also sees she got a text message from Graham a couple of hours ago.  
 
Text / call when you wake 
up.  Let me know how it 
went or if I should get my 
apartment nice and messy 
for you.  :-)
 
It takes Alex a few seconds to process Graham’s comment; when she does, she mutters, “Oh, fuck,” and presses the heels of her palms into bleary eyes.  
But now that she remembers everything that happened last night, she doesn’t know which she should be more surprised by:  The fact that her drunk self reached out to Graham to keep from breaking her commitment, or the fact that Graham actually succeeded in talking her out of hooking up with last night’s bleach-blonde.
Alex drains the glass of water Ophelia left for her and heads to the shower, spending a long time luxuriating underneath the hot water and an almost equally long time brushing the bad taste out of her mouth before she wanders back into the room.
Anika’s awake and sitting up in bed, eyes puffy and hair in a frizzy tangle.  At least she’s taken the other shoe off.
She’s turned the television on to The Weather Channel, of all things, and stares solemnly at the screen while elevator music plays and the forecast rolls by.
She glances at Alex out of the corner of her eye, doesn’t try turning her head.  “Dude.  Maybe I shouldn’t have talked you into going out last night.”
Alex shrugs.  “It wasn’t that bad.  Neither of us drank ourselves sick.  Neither of us woke up in somebody else’s bed.”
“Yeah… I guess.  Though I thought for sure you were going to leave with that blonde chick.”
“I did, too.  For a minute.”
Anika opens and closes her mouth a few times, swallows.  “My mouth tastes like shit.”
“Then go brush your teeth before I have to smell it.”
Anika nods and pulls her long frame from the bed.  
Alex flops down onto the spot Anika just vacated, takes over the important duty of watching The Weather Channel.  She can hear Anika peeing, flushing, running the sink, then brushing her teeth in the bathroom.  Not for the first time, she wishes the girl would learn how to close the door.
There’s a spitting sound, then the faucet runs again.
“Hey,” Anika calls over the sound of the water.  “Did some friend of yours call you while we were out last night? ”
“Yeah.  Graham,” Alex answers.
Anika turns the faucet off.  The undershirt she’d slept in flies out the open bathroom door, hits the opposite wall, slides to the floor.  A bra flies out next.
Anika peeks her face around the corner.  “Am I misremembering, or did she talk you out of hooking up with the blonde?”
Alex nods, and Anika’s brows shoot up.
“For real?  I’ve been telling you for months that you have to stop chasing every tail that happens to wag at you.  How’d she manage to convince you?”
Alex looks over, meeting Anika’s curious stare.  For a second, she considers blowing Anika off, changing the subject.  But then she remembers she’s got a commitment that she’s supposed to keep.  “Graham and I… we have an arrangement.”
“No shit?  So you’re sleeping with her?”
“What?  No!”
“But then — what’s the arrangement?”
“I know her from…” Alex starts to say the grief group I’ve gone to a couple times on Sundays, but then remembers what Gus said about protecting people’s anonymity.  “She goes to State.  We’ve gotten to be friends over the last month, sort of.  And we decided to be accountability partners.”
“Accountability…?  What the fuck is an accountability partner?”
Alex rolls her eyes.  “You’ve got the foulest mouth I’ve ever heard, Anika, I swear to God.  No wonder nobody ever gives you the post-game interview.”
“You didn’t answer the question,” Anika says.  “What the fuck is a fucking accountability-motherfucking-partner?”
Alex realizes that Anika’s right — she didn’t answer the question.  Does it count as breaking her commitment not to change the subject if she only does it by accident?  She’ll have to ask Graham.
“Basically… We both have some bad habits we’re trying to get rid of.  So we check in with each other.  Encourage each other to keep the promises we’ve made to ourselves.”
Anika’s eyes narrow.  “Is this some kind of weird-ass therapy shit you’re into now?”
Alex hesitates.  “Yeah.  Something like that.”
“So what are your commitments?”
Alex takes a deep breath, because she doesn’t want to get into this right now, not when she’s still hungover and her stomach is starting to loudly request breakfast.  But mainly, she just doesn’t want to talk about it.  Not because it’s Anika.  Just because it’s… not something she wants to talk about.
She ticks her commitments off on her fingers one by one anyway, because if she’s going to wind up cleaning Graham’s apartment, it’s not going to be because she won’t answer Anika’s question.  If she’s got to clean an apartment, she’s going to at least get some action out of it first.
“No more drinking alone.  No more sex with random strangers, at least not until basketball season’s over.  And…”  Alex hesitates, shifts her attention from Anika’s inquisitive face back to The Weather Channel when she mumbles, “No changing the subject when my friends ask me about how I’m doing, or snapping at them.”
She waits for a sarcastic jab or a snide comment, but it doesn’t come.  Instead, the face peeking out around the doorframe nods slowly.
“Good,” Anika says at last.  “Those are good, Lex.”  She disappears back into the bathroom, and Alex hears the shower go on.
Alex’s just starting to get interested in a report about the spring hurricane season when Anika’s face reappears from around the corner.
“And dude — I don’t know why you feel like you can talk to this Graham chick and not us, but you know what?  Fuck it.  If this is what it takes for you to get better, then cool.”  She disappears again, halfway closing the door before Alex gets a chance to respond.
Alex has a sense that the wedge between her and Anika might’ve just dislodged itself.  At least a little bit.
When Anika finishes in the shower, they make themselves drink four glasses of water a piece.  They giggle like children as they chug through the last one, jabbing at each other, both of them trying to make the other one spill the water or spit it back out before they can get it down.  
Finally finished, Alex catches her breath and asks Anika something she hasn’t asked for in a long time:  “Will you braid my hair?”
The smile on Anika’s face says more than any spoken response could’ve; it’s a smile that says she recognizes, too, that the wedge between them is starting to dissolve, and she’s not just glad, she’s grateful.
“How do you want it?” she asks Alex.
“Just a few rows on both sides.  Enough that it stays out of my face even if some of it comes loose from the ponytail.”
Anika nods.  “I’ll get my brush.”
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No apartment cleaning for me yet :-) Alex texts only an hour before her game.  
Sorry I didn’t reply sooner.  It’s hectic here.
 
Phewwww, Graham responds.  
I was honestly worried you didn’t write back 
because you were afraid to tell me the truth.
 
Nah.  Not scared of you.  And i 
can tell the truth
 
A second later:  
 
But sorry for being a drunken 
idiot last night
 
You might’ve been drunk, Graham says, 
but you didn’t do / say anything too idiotic
 
That’s good.  Gotta go.  TTYL
 
K, Graham answers.
 
She’s watching the Elite Eight game by herself tonight; Brendan’s decided to pick up some extra shifts at the restaurant where he works so that he can be guaranteed to have the nights of the Final Four and the Championship game off, which both happen next week.  
Not that she plans to spend time alone with Brendan again.  Ever.
On top of that, it’s a Saturday night, so Rosita’s out with Tip somewhere — they’ve both lost interest in the women’s basketball tournament, and Graham can’t really say she blames them.
Because by all rights, Graham should’ve lost interest by now, too — and in certain ways, she has.  She’s lost interest in the pre-game and post-game commentary.  She’s lost interest in understanding why sometimes the ref calls a foul when a player with the ball rams into someone and why sometimes, under the same circumstances, the foul gets called on the defender.  She’s lost interest in keeping track of all the time rules the players have to follow — the shot clock, the three-second rule, the five seconds they have to inbound a ball, the ten seconds to bring the ball across the half court line.  
And yet.
And yet there’s Alex.  The living, breathing work of art.  The black streak painting the canvas of the basketball court; the girl with the strange, jagged lightning bolt of a tattoo, who sometimes plays like ice water runs through her veins instead of blood, at other times plays as if her heart is made of a mass of white-hot flames.
There are feelings stirring inside Graham now when she watches Alex, texts Alex, talks to Alex.  She recognizes them for what they are, but at the same time, they’re feelings she hasn’t had for anyone since — 
Loosen up, Princess.
— since Before.  She’s been pushing them away, denying them for the past couple weeks, because even having those feelings at all makes Graham feel like she’s betraying Alex’s trust, somehow.  Because the last thing Alex needs at the moment is yet another girl chasing her.  What Alex needs is a friend — the kind of friend she can trust, she can confide in.  The kind of friend she can be vulnerable in front of, but who doesn’t want anything more from her.
Graham doesn’t want to end up being to Alex what Brendan is to her, so she pushes the feelings aside.
But now, watching the Lady Raiders go through their warm-up routine with the TV on mute and trip hop playing from her laptop, Graham is utterly failing at keeping her feelings at bay.
It only gets worse once the game starts:
The cold-steel in green eyes when Alex pulls the ball from the air and lobs it down the court to the waiting Iris.
The unadulterated joy and love when she high-tens Ophelia for nailing yet another three.
The playful, childlike hops she makes as she skitters into position to play defense, then the way the child completely disappears and Alex is nothing but Norse warrior-goddess again, a look on her face that would scare away the darkness from a dark alley.
Graham’s splayed out on the couch as she watches her new favorite artist at work.  When a Mississippi State player body-checks Alex in the paint and sends her stumbling into the cheerleaders, Graham’s cursing loudly at the TV; when Alex’s on the free-throw line yet again, green eyes perfectly still and focused, Graham’s breath catches in her chest.
She can’t help it; she’s turned on.
Her fingers are sliding down past the waistband of her sweatpants, teasing the edge of her underwear, before she even realizes what she’s doing.
“No,” she says out-loud.  “No, no, no, no.”
She pulls her hand away, drags her attention back to the television screen.  But that’s even worse, because the camera shows Alex only briefly as she slouches down into a white folding chair on the bench and reaches for a towel, then it cuts back to the court, onto Anika Singh as she blocks a shot.
And Graham realizes the only thing more painful than watching Alex is not watching her.
She turns the TV off, drops her face into her hands.  “No, Graham,” she says into her hands, and it comes out in her mother’s voice.  “You cannot do this.  You cannot feel this way for her.  You hardly even know her… and what little you do know… she’s even more messed up than you are.”
She gets up from the couch, makes herself a cup of tea, tries working on an organic chemistry assignment.  But she can’t concentrate.
She starts a new painting, but when it begins to shape itself into an abstract rendition of a feminine face with green eyes, she turns the canvas around on the easel so she doesn’t have to look at it anymore.
She ends up showering to get the paint off her hands and out of her hair, and when she’s in a loose t-shirt and clean sweatpants again, she checks the time.  
Ten PM.  The game is definitely over by now.  The thought comes as a relief — but immediately she wants to turn on the TV or get online to see who won.  She wants to see if Alex gave any post-game interviews this time or attended a press conference.  She wants to — 
No.
No, Graham.
She picks up her phone, quickly sends a text to Nikki.  
 
Pls tell me you’re free and you 
can come over.
 
lol wednesday’s four days away, the girl immediately responds.
 
Is that a no?
 
That’s a “what’s your address”
 
Graham sends Nikki her address, settles her nerves by cleaning her room.
There’s a knock on her front door twenty minutes later.
When she opens it, Nikki’s standing on the other side, amused smirk on her face, arms crossed over a ribbed tank top, one leg crossed in front of the other in a gesture that manages to look both feminine and lazy.
“Thank God,” Graham breathes, clenches a fist around Nikki’s tank top and pulls her into the apartment, closing and locking the door behind her.  
Nikki’s about to say something, but Graham’s hands are already on the taller girl’s shoulders, pulling her down into a sloppy, urgent kiss.  There’s a low rumble in Nikki’s chest that sounds like it must be laughter, but Graham doesn’t care that what she needs is being laughed at.  Within moments, she has Nikki in her bedroom, pushes the girl with the dirty blonde dreadlocks to her bed, and climbs on top of her, never even giving her a chance to speak.  
Nikki rolls Graham over only a second after Graham manages to pull Nikki’s shirt off, and pins Graham’s wrists above her head before diving down to kiss and bite at Graham’s exposed neck.  Graham squeezes her eyes closed, moans without being too loud — because this is a cheap apartment with thin walls.  She learned that the hard way Before, with — 
Oh, Princess.  I love you so much.  You know that, don’t you?
And then Nikki is tugging at Graham’s sweatpants with both hands, not even bothering with Graham’s shirt, and a second later there’s a tongue on the inside of her thigh, trailing, teasing upward, and the warm wetness she feels isn’t just coming from Nikki’s mouth anymore.
“Oh God,” she hears herself say.  “Oh Jesus, Nikki, I need” — and she means to say you, but it comes out as — “it.  I need… Oh fuuuck…”  And Graham’s ability to form words is gone; the world has narrowed to the singular sensation of the deft combination of Nikki’s mouth and Nikki’s fingers working between Graham’s thighs.
She can’t help herself; her hips jerk upward of their own accord, bouncing against Nikki’s face, earning another pleasant, vibrating chuckle from the girl that only turns Graham on all the more.  When Graham’s hips jerk again, Nikki moves her mouth from Graham’s sex to her stomach, pushing up the bottom of Graham’s t-shirt and feathering goosebump-inducing kisses along the bare skin, while the two fingers that have been painting through the edges of Graham’s wetness finally thrust deep inside.
Graham bites hard on her lip, grinds against Nikki’s rocking fingers.
And it takes a little longer than usual for Nikki to finish Graham off this time, which Graham attributes to the fact that they’ve hardly ever done this sober, and not to the fact that
(ice-cold green eyes; a black streak down a shining court)
Oh, Princess
she’s writhing with competing faces she’s trying to forget the whole time.
After Graham’s had a chance to reciprocate, she and Nikki lie still for a while — a sweating, tangled mass of limbs half-in and half-out of Graham’s sheets.  But the quiet doesn’t last long.  Nikki crawls out of the bed and starts picking up bras and underwear and tank tops from the floor, gradually piecing her clothes back together.
“Are you leaving?” Graham asks.
Nikki nods.
“You don’t have to, you know.”
Nikki holds her dreadlocks out of the way as she bends over Graham, kisses her forehead.  “I know,” she says.  “But I have to work in the morning, and if I stay here, I have a feeling I’m not going to get a good night’s sleep.”
Graham grins crookedly.  “You’re probably right about that.”  She sits up, starts pulling her own clothes off the floor so she can see Nikki out.
But Nikki’s a surprisingly understanding girl.  When she sees what Graham’s doing, she holds up a hand.  “Don’t.  Get some rest.  I know where the front door is.”
Graham hesitates for a moment, but then lies back in bed.  “Can you lock the door handle when you leave?”
Nikki squeezes her hand and smiles.  “Yeah.  See you next time.”
Graham nods and swallows as Nikki opens her bedroom door.  “Okay.  Next time.”
And she listens as Nikki walks out the front door, closing it softly behind her.  
When Graham’s eyelids droop closed, she thinks she hasn’t felt this alone or this confused since the very beginning of the After.
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“I’ve started seeing someone,” Hannah says the next day at the grief group.  She worries her hands in her lap as she says it, twisting a silver ring around and around.
“Good for you, dear,” says Vera, the elderly lady who’s at the group every week without fail.  Her husband died almost twenty years ago of a stroke, and given the length of time Vera’s had to recover from his death, Graham can’t help but wonder if grief group isn’t just the old woman’s morbid way of socializing.
“But it’s just… I don’t know,” Hannah says.  “Is it too soon?  It’s only been eight months since Max died.  And even though I really like this guy — Henry is his name, we’ve only been out a few times — I can’t help but wonder if I’m rushing things.”
A heavy-set man with a grey crewcut clears his throat.  It’s only his second week at the group, and Graham’s already decided she doesn’t like him.  He’s the kind of guy who’s got an opinion about everything and has to make sure everybody knows it.  
“How long were you with Max?” he asks.
“Four years.  Almost five.”
He scoffs.  “I was married to Donna for thirty-four years.  Thirty-four years.  We had three children, six grandchildren.  Four years?  That’s nothing.  Really, girlie, you were only starting to get to know your boyfriend.  So I say no.  It’s not too soon to start seeing someone new.  One month off for every year you were with him, that’s what I say.”
An expectant hush falls over the room when crewcut guy stops talking.  Hannah stops twisting the ring around her finger, looks at Mary for help.
Mary nods curtly and addresses crewcut guy in a diplomatic tone.  “So Bernie, one thing we don’t do in this group is invalidate other people’s losses.  Everyone’s here because they’re struggling with the loss of a partner, and we don’t judge them based on how long they were with their partner, or tell them they shouldn’t be feeling what they’re feeling.”
Bernie sort of harrumphs at being chastised, crosses his arms above his ample stomach.
“Hannah?” Belinda says, breaking through the uncomfortable silence.  “What is it that makes you wonder if you’re rushing things with Henry?”
“I… Just dating someone new at all.  I didn’t think eight months would be enough time to even look at someone else, let alone go out with them.  What if I’m too emotionally scarred to handle being with someone else?  What if he asks about Max and I burst into tears, or do something else that scares him off?”
“What if he turns out to be the love of your life, and you walk away from him because you’re too scared of what might happen?” Gus asks.
Unlike the silence that followed Bernie’s insensitive comments, the silence now is a thoughtful one, and Graham guesses everyone in the room is processing what Gus said.  She knows she is.
Graham sits up, gazes over at Hannah.  “Hey, Hannah?”
“Yes?”
“Do you feel at all… I don’t know, guilty about being attracted to someone new?”
Oh, Princess.  I love you so much.  
“Like… do you ever think Max might be looking down at you from somewhere, kinda going, ‘What the hell, Hannah?’”
Hannah gives a good-natured laugh.  “I felt guilty the first time I noticed a man after Max’s death — and it wasn’t Henry, by the way.  But when I thought about that reaction, I realized how silly it was.  Despite all the ups-and-downs with Max, especially at the end, I know he loved me.  And I know he’d absolutely want me to move on with my life after him.  He’d probably be angrier at me for not moving on than for seeing someone new.”
A few other people in the group nod their agreement.
“If it had been me who’d had the stroke instead of my Samuel,” old Vera says, tapping on her walker for emphasis, “and if I was the one looking down on him from Heaven, I’d want him to stop moping around and get on with living his life.  Yes,” she says, as if she’s arrived at a definitive conclusion.  “Yes, indeed, that’s what I would’ve said to him.  I’d have showed up in his dreams and given him a good talking to.”
Graham lets out a soft breath of laughter, wondering if Sean will ever show up in her dreams and
Loosen up, Princess
give her a good talking to.
 
#
 
Albany, New York, is a hell of a lot colder than Gainesville, Florida, and as if to underscore the point, it snows the first night the Lady Raiders arrive.  It’s not much snow; it’s the beginning of April, after all, and it all melts by the middle of the next day, but nevertheless, the girls are woefully underprepared for the freezing weather.  
When Graham calls that first night and Alex steps into the hall with her phone, she drapes an extra blanket over her shoulders on the way out the door.
It’s the snow they talk about first, because the weather is a convenient, safe topic of conversation.  After a minute or two of this, Alex asks Graham if she watched Rosemont’s Elite Eight game.
“I started to,” Graham admits, “but I didn’t make it all the way through the first half.”
“No?  Got bored, huh?” Alex asks, trying to keep any disappointment out of her voice.  “Maybe it’s for the best.  The first half was more interesting than the second.  We steamrolled them the second half.”
“That’s good,” Graham says, but she sounds distracted, only mildly interested.
Alex wants to tell Graham that she should be more excited, that the Raiders made it into the Final Four for only the third time in the history of their women’s basketball program, and more than that, a part of her wants Graham to know that she, Alex, had the second highest score of the game and led both teams in assists.  
She wants Graham to be as excited as she is, in other words, but it’s clear from her tone that she’s not.  And maybe that’s not a bad thing.  As thrilling as it is to be in the Final Four, it’s also nerve-wracking.  Maybe it’s better that Graham isn’t even really that interested.  It means they can talk about something else, something that will take Alex’s mind off the high-stakes game they’ll be playing in two more days.
But that really only leaves one other topic of conversation, the only other thing they have in common.
“So… did I miss anything juicy at grief group?”
Graham heaves a sigh into the phone.  “There’s this new guy who started coming a couple of weeks ago, Bernie, and he’s such a judgmental asshole that I just really want to cut him.”
Alex chuckles.  “Come on.  Surely he’s not that bad.”
“Yes.  He is.  Hannah was talking about seeing someone new yesterday, and he was all, ‘You were only with him for four years!  You can’t even talk about missing him!’”
“Hannah’s…?”
“The one with the nose ring,” Graham says.  “The young one — well, not as young as us.  Her boyfriend died of an OD?  You said you like her.”
“Oh, yeah.  I remember now.  She’s cute.”
Graham laughs.  “I’m going to let that comment slide, since you really shouldn’t be using grief group as a way of picking up women.”
Even though Graham can’t see it, Alex shrugs.  And she’s glad Graham’s not here to see her blush a little.  Hannah’s not the only girl at the grief group Alex finds attractive.
“Anyway,” Graham says, intuitively breaking into the silence before it turns awkward.  “We ended up talking a lot about how you know when you’re ready to start dating again after a loss.  Mary says it’s different for everybody, but that — ”
“Sometimes I don’t think I’ll ever be ready,” Alex murmurs, surprising even herself by speaking the admission out-loud.  There’s a long silence on the other end.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to make things… heavy all the sudden.”
“Alex.  We met each other through group therapy for people whose partners died.  Heavy discussions are okay sometimes.”
Alex nods her understanding — another silent gesture that Graham can’t see — but she still wants to turn the attention away from herself, so she asks, “I know both of us have slept with other people since — since our… since they died, but have you ever really felt anything for anyone?  Since Sean, I mean.” 
Another long pause on the other end, and Alex wonders if she shouldn’t have asked.  “There’s someone now, actually,” Graham says.  “Someone I think I might like to have something… more with.  But — I don’t know.  It’s probably a bad idea.”
Alex groans.  “Please tell me it’s not that Nikki chick.”
“Nikki?”  Graham half-laughs.  “No, there’s nothing serious there.  Nothing that requires actual feelings.  But what’ve you got against Nikki?”
The blanket that Alex’s wrapped around her shoulders is a cheap one, unraveling at its corners.  She picks at a loose thread.
“I don’t have anything against Nikki,” she says after a moment.  
“You do.  You said, and I quote, ‘Please tell me it’s not that Nikki chick.’”
“I didn’t say it like that.”
“You did.”
“Well, if I did, I didn’t mean to.  I just wondered why she’s the one exception to the no hook-up commitment you made.”  Alex lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.  “Thought there might be a reason for that.”
“Oh, there’s definitely a reason,” Graham says.  “There’s several reasons.”
“Like what?”
“Like she’s a no-strings-attached kind of girl, for one, which is something I need right now; she’s never going to expect anything more from me.  And when and if I start seeing someone new and end my, well, thing with her, she’s not going to fuss about it.”
Alex thinks about this for a minute.  “So if the person you want something more from isn’t Nikki, who is it?”
There’s a sigh.  “Oh, I don’t know.  It’s complicated.”
“Complicated how?”
“Complicated because the person I’ve got feelings for is as emotionally unavailable right now as I probably am.  Which means it wouldn’t ever work.”
“Hmm,” Alex muses.  Then something occurs to her.  “Graham… are you playing the pronoun game?”
“The pronoun game?”
“Don’t play dumb.  You keep saying, ‘the person.’  You’re avoiding gender.”
“I’m not avoiding anything,” Graham shoots back defensively.  “I’m bi.  I’m saying ‘the person’ because that’s how I see the people I’m interested in — as people, not as genders.”
“Guy or girl, then?”
“Why does it matter?”
“I’m just curious.”
A beat passes.  “Can we talk about something else?  I don’t really want to talk about something that’s going to keep me from sleeping tonight.  Maybe you can tell me why you think you’ll never be ready to see someone else — it didn’t escape my notice that you changed the subject after you made that comment.”
Despite the pain induced by Graham’s insight, Alex smiles into the phone.  “Okay, you caught me.  Do I have to clean your apartment now?”
“Only if you refuse to answer the question.”  
It takes a long time for Alex to answer.  “It’s only that I… I have a hard time imagining that I could ever feel for someone else the way I felt for Cassie.  In part because if I did feel something as deep as that, after Cassie…”  She trails off, a lump in her throat.
Graham waits for Alex to finish the statement, but when a long minute passes without any conclusion, Graham asks softly, “If you did feel something like that again, would it feel like a betrayal?”
Alex nods, then remembers Graham can’t see her.  She finds her voice again.  “Yeah.  I think it would.”
“We talked about that in group today, too.  I think — well, I can’t speak for Cassie, but I know Sean wouldn’t want me pining over him for the rest of my life.”
Alex’s eyes water.  She looks at the ceiling and sniffs.
“Alex?  Are you okay?”
“Yes,” she says, then laughs wetly.  “No.  Not really.”
“I know,” Graham says quietly.  “But it’s okay.”
And it’s that statement that gets to Alex — the easy acknowledgment that no, she’s not alright, but that it’s okay to not be alright.  Graham’s tone is completely free from anything resembling Ophelia’s probing concern, Iris’s ignoring, Coach’s tough love, Anika’s crude jokes always trying to lighten the mood.  
The easy empathy from Graham produces the first tears Alex’s shed in months.  Only a few spill onto her cheeks, and she wipes them away with the corner of the blanket as soon as they do, then manages to regain her composure.
She clears her throat.  “Thank you,” she tells Graham.
“You’re welcome.  That’s what accountability partners are for, right?”
Alex lets out a long breath that’s supposed to have a laugh in it, but it comes out sounding more like a pained moan.  
She makes a fist with the hand that’s not holding the phone, bounces it against her thigh a few times.  “Will it be breaking my promise about not changing the subject if I ask for us not to talk about Cassie anymore for the next couple days?  I’ve got interviews tomorrow and I don’t think it would go over that well if I had some kind of nervous breakdown on camera.”
Graham chuckles softly.  “I think your nervous breakdown is already behind you.  It ended the moment you started that suspension and saw your counselor for the first time.  But yes — we can change the topic.”
They talk for a few more minutes about inconsequential things — how far Alex’s getting behind on her homework due to all the travel, how Graham had another petty argument with her mother.  Graham laughs at Alex when she admits to missing the dining hall food at Rosemont; Alex teases Graham when she admits that all she really knows how to cook is pasta.
The conversation comes to an end when Ophelia sticks her head out into the hall and asks if Alex plans on showering tonight or in the morning, and Alex tells Graham she has to go.  She promises to call her tomorrow night at about the same time.
Standing under the hot water a few minutes later, going back over her conversation with Graham, an unexpected smile creeps across Alex’s face.  She can’t say why it’s there, exactly, but she’s decided she doesn’t mind it.
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Rosemont wipes the floor with the other team in the Final Four.  Two nights later, they play for the championship against UConn.
“God, I can’t believe I’m this nervous,” Graham complains to her friends before realizing that the comment must sound strange.  None of them knows she’s friends with Alex, so they can only assume that she’s nervous for Brendan’s sister.
And it was probably the wrong thing for him to hear, too, because after a quizzical look at Graham, he reaches over and squeezes her knee, lopsided grin on his face.  “Me, too,” he says.  “But I’m sure she’ll have a good game tonight.”
Rosita cocks her head, gives Graham a questioning look — because Rosita’s not stupid.  She knows there’s no reason for Graham to be this worked up about a women’s basketball game, let alone Ophelia Sharpe’s performance in it, even if it is for the championship.  But Graham avoids Rosita’s eyes, redirects her attention to the television screen, where a male and two female ESPN commentators are going on about the night’s championship show-down between UConn and Rosemont.
“Connecticut’s the reigning dynasty in women’s basketball, everybody knows that,” the male reporter says.  “But what do you think, Pam?  You coached Louisville to a championship upset once; does Rosemont have what it takes to be the Cinderella story this year?”
“You know, Kurt, they just might.  Their starting line-up is phenomenal, they have a chemistry together both on and off the court that, as a coach, you pray for your team to have.”
“And it’s not only the starters who make this team a force to be reckoned with,” the other woman says, breaking in.  “Rosemont’s bench is deep — they’ve come through time and time again this year.”
“Speaking of which — let’s meet the starters from both teams.”
An NCAA logo flashes on the screen, and they cut to the favored UConn players first.
“Boo!” Brendan yells, throwing a handful of popcorn at the screen.
“I know you didn’t just throw popcorn all over my floor, Sharpe,” Rosita says, scowling at him.  Cowed, he gets up and picks up the kernels, blocking Graham’s view of the rest of the UConn interviews.  He sits back down just as the player profiles of the Rosemont starting line-up comes on.
THE ROOKIE scrolls across the screen first, and a tall, light-skinned African American girl tells the camera, “Hi, my name is Monique Miller, I’m a freshman from Georgia, and in my free time I like to sing karaoke.”  She giggles and her face disappears, replaced by
THE POWERHOUSE, and the long-faced girl who looks like she might be half-Asian, half-black appears.  
“Anika Singh,” she drawls, and Graham’s eyes light up when she recognizes the voice and the name.  “I’m a junior and I like to…  Oh, I don’t know.  Can we start again?”  
But before Anika says what she likes to do in her spare time, her face dissolves into
THE DEFENSIVE STAR.  Next to the caption is a midnight-colored, stony-looking African American face.  “My name is Iris Ojukwu.  I’m a senior from Washington, DC, and after this year, I’ll be entering a graduate program in chemical engineering.”
Graham lifts an impressed eyebrow, but before she has a chance to comment, it’s THE SHARPE SHOOTER on the screen, and Brendan whoops so loudly that no one can hear Ophelia’s introduction.  Graham only catches, “…spending time with my big brother,” which makes Brendan ask,
“What?  What did she say?  Did she just give me a shout-out on national TV?!”
“Shhh,” Graham says, slapping his arm.  “We can’t hear!”
But fortunately he’s finished when THE COMMANDER comes onto the screen, followed by Alex’s partially tattooed face saying, “I’m Alex Woods, junior point guard from Annapolis, Maryland.  And since I grew up near the water, when I’m not playing ball, I like to swim.”
Alex swims?  
Why did she have to say that?  Now she’s going to be picturing the long, lean girl in a bathing suit the rest of the night.
“And calling her the ‘Commander’ is definitely accurate,” Kurt the ESPN reporter says when the promo ends and the camera’s back on the three commentators.  “Alex Woods is the co-captain and keystone of this Rosemont team; some would say she’s the reason they’re playing in this championship game tonight at all.  Not just because she’s been consistently one of the team’s top scorers all season, but because she has a high basketball IQ and knows how to command a team on the court.”
“That’s right, Kurt, but even though she won ACC Player of the Year, she had a rocky start to her year and even had to overcome a suspension a few weeks ago.  But ever since she’s been back, I think we can all agree that she’s been one of the most —”
“Stop kissing her ass!” Brendan shouts, and more popcorn flies across the room.
Graham misses the rest of Pam Gyllenhaal’s response, because Rosita’s yelling, “Sharpe!  Knock it off with throwing food around my apartment!”
As he walks around the coffee table to pick up more popcorn, his grumbling also cuts off whatever Kurt says to introduce the next clip that comes on.
The screen changes to a series of still shots of Alex, sad music playing in the background.  Then there’s a phone-quality photo of a mangled motorcycle lying on the ground, making Graham gasp, and a male, news-style voice-over says, “…the Rosemont women’s basketball starting point guard was involved in a fatal motorcycle accident tonight…,” which fades into a news clip of police and flashing lights with a female reporter saying, “Alexis Woods walked away uninjured, but her passenger, Rosemont varsity cheerleader Cassidy Petrov, was pronounced dead at the scene.”  Rosita shoots Graham a sharp look, but Graham barely sees it; her eyes are glued to the television set.  “Police haven’t brought any charges against Woods or the other driver; it appears that this was just a tragic, tragic accident…”
The sad music comes back, along with more shots of the Rosemont team and Alex sitting on the bench, head down.  
A voice Graham recognizes as Coach Don Tynan speaks, and the images gradually fade into footage of an interview with him.  “A tragedy like this… it would be hard on anyone, but for Alex, when you’re already in the public eye like she is, already under a lot of pressure, that makes everything doubly hard.  That’s something her fans and the public need to understand — how much she needs all of our support.”
But Graham “understands” something Don Tynan obviously does not.  A public tragedy for such an intensely private girl, not to mention an entire community showing their sympathy and offering condolences… All the so-called “support” has only made things harder for Alex  — and it explains a lot about the ways she’s been acting out over the past six months.
Iris returns to the screen.  “When something like this happens to one player on a team, really it happens to everyone.  Especially when that player is someone like Alex Woods.”
“It’s been a hard season for all of us,” Ophelia tells the camera.  Her voice-over continues while the screen shows Alex streaking down the court, Alex at the free-throw line, Alex rebounding.  “But Alex… I think she’s shown the world just how strong she is.  She took lemons and made lemonade, you know?”
Graham blinks back her tears, because she knows — as Ophelia probably knows — that Alex’s still a long way from making lemonade.
A commercial break comes before tip-off, and Graham escapes into the kitchen with the excuse of getting everyone a second slice of pizza.
“I’ll help,” Rosita says, pulling herself off the couch and following Graham.
As soon as they’re out of earshot, Rosita leans against the stove and says, “That girl in your grief group you’re always talking to lately…  The day you met her, you said you thought you knew her from television, and that her girlfriend died in a motorcycle accident.  It’s her, isn’t it?  It’s Alexis Woods.”
Graham’s in the process of pulling apart two slices of veggie supreme.  Her hands freeze for a moment before returning to the task.  She nods at Rosita without a word.
“I guess that explains your new interest in women’s basketball.”  When Graham doesn’t respond, Rosita asks, “Why didn’t you tell me before?”
Graham won’t meet Rosita’s eyes.  “It’s like you said.  I know her from group therapy.  We’re supposed to protect each others’ anonymity.”
“I wouldn’t have told anyone.”
Graham shrugs.  “It’s the principle of the thing.”
Rosita reaches out, wraps a hand around Graham’s upper arm.  “Wait — Graham.  Why won’t you look at me?  Don’t tell me you… Are you falling for this girl?”
Graham stays focused on the pizza instead of Rosita, licks a bit of marinara from her thumb.  “Why would you think that?”
“Because I know you.  The secrecy, the avoiding-the-topic act.  You won’t even look at me right now.  And you haven’t been this way since…”
Brendan and Tip cheer in the other room, Brendan yelling a loud, “Yesss!”
Graham glances over at them, then back to Rosita.  “I haven’t been this way since senior year, when I first started dating your brother.  I know.  But I…”
There’s a long pause.
“But you what?”
Graham heaves a sigh, wipes her hands on a dishtowel before pushing the hair away from the sides of her forehead.  “But there’s no way this can happen, Ro — me and her, I mean.  It can’t happen.  For so many reasons.”
Brendan walks to the edge of the kitchen, stopping where the wood meets the linoleum.  He glances back and forth between Rosita and Graham.  “Hey.  You’re missing the game.  What happened to the pizza?”
“Sorry,” Graham mumbles, handing him his plate.  “Got distracted.”
Brendan lingers a moment longer, watching Graham, then shrugs and heads back into the living room.
Rosita gives Graham a long, searching look, but Graham isn’t ready to have this conversation.  She can’t talk to Rosita about how she feels about Alex when she’s only barely started to admit it to herself, when she barely even knows herself.  Instead, she returns to the living room with two more plates, handing Tyler his before she sits back down on the couch on the opposite end from Brendan.
UConn is up by two, but it’s still just the beginning.  
When the UConn point guard recovers a bobbled ball from Ophelia and breaks away down the court to widen the lead to four, Brendan sighs deeply and leans forward.
“This might be a hard game to watch.”
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“You can take her, An.  Remember?  You said you’d slice up her white ass and eat it for breakfast with eggs.”
Anika nods at Alex, acknowledging that she heard her co-captain’s words over the din of the band and the fans and the cheerleaders and the buzzers.  She squirts more water in her mouth, grimaces around a mouthguard.
“You are not crapping out on me, goddammit,” Alex says.  “Not now.  Not after everything we went through to get here.”
Both of them know Alex’s talking about a lot more than just basketball.  “Look me in the eye, tell me she’s not going to beat you in the paint again.”
“She’s not going to beat me again.”
“Mean it when you say it!”
Anika tosses the water bottle aside, grips Alex’s sweaty shoulders with both hands.
“She won’t.  I mean it!”
“You’d better,” Alex says, slapping her friend hard on the butt before they jog back onto the court.
 
#
 
“And there’s Alexis Woods, giving her co-captain Anika Singh some words of encouragement before Rosemont comes back from the TV timeout,” says Kurt-the-ESPN-guy.  Graham can’t remember his last name.  “Boy, don’t you wish you could be a fly on that wall and hear what Woods told her teammate?”
The players jog onto the court, and it’s Ophelia inbounding the ball as Pam Gyllenhaal says, “I think we can bet what she told her.  Everyone’s been wondering if Singh has what it takes to beat Rhianna Jerkins beneath the basket, and so far, the answer’s been ‘no.’  Jerkins has a few inches on Singh, not to mention — ”
“Ophelia Sharpe inbounds the ball to Woods; Woods passes up the court to Iris Ojukwu who swings it down to Singh… Singh misses, gets her own rebound, and — puts it in for two and draws the foul from Jerkins!”
Graham lets out a breath she didn’t know she was holding.
“Guess whatever Woods said to Singh worked,” says Gyllenhaal wryly.  “That narrows UConn’s lead to eight, down to seven if Singh makes the extra point.”
There’s a slow-mo replay while the commentators discuss whether Rhianna Jerkins will let Anika get away with a move like that again.
 
#
 
Anika sinks the free throw, and she and the rest of the Lady Raiders turn and lope down the court, readying themselves for man-to-man defense against the toughest offense they’ve ever faced.
But while the rest of the team disappears from view, Alex is left alone with the UConn point guard on the Raiders’ side of the court.
A certain calm washes over her as she meets the eyes of the girl with the ball, and it’s a calm nearly meditative in its depth, a feeling that Alex knows well.  The sounds of the packed stadium fade and disappear, and Alex is back in high school, back in middle school, back in elementary school, going one-on-one against someone she knows is better than she is, but she will beat them anyway.
Because she wants it.
Because she won’t be known as the white-trash loser with the drug addict mother for the rest of her life.
Because her grandpa taught her how to cram every emotion, every hurt feeling, every last scrap of anger into moments like this one, into a pool of calm that explodes when — 
She has the ball out of the other player’s hands before the girl can even process what’s happened, and she’s driving to the hoop, and she’s delighted when a hand scrapes down her arm because, just like Anika did a minute before, she made the shot and drew the foul.
Alex’s deadly calm dissolves into bubbling laughter when she bumps chests with Anika and takes her place on the free throw line.  The last thing she does before the ref hands her the ball is grin and wink at the UConn point guard, but her competition doesn’t smile back.
Because if there’s one thing you’re not supposed to do, it’s give Alexis Woods a free shot.  The girl just doesn’t know how to miss.
 
#
 
Graham’s on her feet, yelling something that doesn’t have any words, hopping up and down when Alex steals the ball, breaks for the hoop, sinks the lay-up.  Her glee comes to an abrupt end, however, when there’s a whistle on the play and everyone on the court slows to a saunter.
She glances first at Rosita and Tip, then at Brendan.  “What just happened?  Why’d they blow the whistle?”
Brendan chuckles.  “Getting into it, Graham?  You’re so adorable.”
She drops back onto the couch, pushing a strand of blonde behind an ear.
“Your girl Woods made the shot and drew the foul,” Rosita explains.  “That means she gets a free throw.”
“And she holds the NCAA record for both men and women for the longest-standing perfect free throw percentage,” Tip adds.
“Got it,” Graham says, opting not to meet anyone’s curious gaze after Rosita’s your girl Woods comment.
 
#
 
Alex’s steal shifts the momentum of the game, and everybody senses it.  Alex and the rest of the Raiders sense it, the Huskies sense it, the fans sense it, and she’s sure that whatever the announcers are saying right now, they sense it, too.  She understands the game well enough to know when someone’s starting to bleed, and like a predator closing on its prey, all she can smell coming from the Huskies right now is the coppery scent of blood.
The next three minutes fly by in a ten-point streak for Rosemont.
First up is Ophelia Sharpe’s textbook-perfect three.
Then Iris blocks a shot on the other end, lobs the ball almost on instinct to a waiting Alex, who beats her man down the court for an easy lay-up.
Anika’s next, keeping her promise to slice up Jerkins’ white ass when she touches in two points on one play, and makes a smart pass for the assist to Monique Miller on the next.
It’s after Monique Miller’s basket that the UConn coach finally calls the timeout, and Alex’s wearing what Coach likes to call her “evil smile” when the Raiders head over to their bench for water and a breather and a few words from Coach Tynan.
“Ophelia, the screen’s coming from your left every time,” Tynan instructs, scribbling furious Xs and arrows on his clipboard.  Ophelia nods through a pant, wipes the sweat from her forehead.  “Watch that screen.  And Monique, if she gets screened again like that, you’ve got to pick up her man and stop the shot, okay?”
The freshman nods a few times and Alex gives her shoulder a friendly squeeze as they head back out onto the court, because the kid looks winded.  “Keep it up, Baby Miller,” she says, using the nickname for the team’s youngest starter.  “You’ve got this.”
Monique slaps Alex’s hand, and they’re back at it again, scrabbling to take the lead with two minutes to go in the first half.
 
#
 
“There’s no question about it, Rosemont had the momentum going into halftime,” Gyllenhaal says a few minutes into the second half, “but whatever the UConn coaches said to their team in the locker room, it worked, because the Huskies have been dominating the floor ever since.”
Graham’s so wound up that she’s practically curled into a ball in the corner of the couch, knees drawn up to her chin, chewing furiously on a thumbnail.
“That’s right, Pam.  They’ve really succeeded on shutting down Alexis Woods so far this half, holding her to four points from the field without sending her to the free throw line again, and meanwhile, Anika Singh just picked up her third foul, which probably explains why the Rosemont coach just sent in Zee Roberts.”
“Yeah,” Pam agrees, “fouls have been a problem for the Rosemont center all season, but surely she knows that the championship game is not the time to play sloppy defense.  Coach Tynan won’t take any chances on her picking up another foul with so much time left to go in the half.”
“How many fouls do you get again before they make you sit out the rest of the game?” Graham asks.
“Four,” Tip and Rosita say simultaneously.
“You can get four fouls; you foul-out on the fifth,” Brendan clarifies.
Graham nods.
“Rosemont was within one point of UConn before the second half started,” Kurt says.  “Now UConn’s back up by seven.  What do you think, Pam?  Will the Raiders be able to catch back up here in the last seven minutes of the game?”
 
#
 
“Coach, I wanna press.  Force the turnover,” Alex says at the commercial timeout with only five minutes left to play.
He meets her eyes, and there’s an unspoken conversation that passes between them before he gives a sharp nod.  “Alex, Iris,” he says, uncapping his pen.  “Double-team the point.  Zee, you’re on Jerkins.  Don’t let her get the ball.  And if she does, don’t let her get a clear shot.  Not one clear shot, you hear me?  Stop her anyway you can — use up some fouls if you have to, just don’t make it obvious.”
Zee nods, and one look at her face tells Alex she’ll come through.
Alex meets Anika’s eyes, sees it’s killing the center not to be in the game right now.  She punches her lightly.  “Give it two minutes,” she says.  “We started with you.  We’ll finish with you, you’ll see.”
They fist bump, the buzzer sounds, and everyone heads back onto the court.
 
#
 
“I can’t take this,” Graham says to no one in particular, and the boys are both giving her strange looks — they’ve been looking at her like that all night — while Rosita’s smug smile is way too knowing for Graham’s taste.
Brendan presses his palms together, rests his index fingers against his lips as if in prayer.  He blows out a long breath.
“They can still pull it out,” he says.  It’s what he’s been saying for the last three or four minutes, repeating it like a mantra, rocking forwards and backwards on the couch.  “They can still pull it out.”
 
#
 
Alex is right — the full-court press forces a turn-over.  They don’t manage to capitalize on it, but then there’s a second turn-over a minute later, and this time, when Alex swats the ball away as it flies through the passing lane, Ophelia’s there, ready.  She drives, fakes a shot, dishes to Alex, and Alex hits the three — her first of the game.  The UConn lead’s down to four.
And just like that, Alex feels the momentum turning again.
She grins when the airhorn goes off and Anika’s running back onto the court, slapping hands with Zee as the second-string center heads back to the bench.
Good game, she sees Anika mouth to Zee, and Alex’s grin grows wider, because she knows what that means.
It means Anika plans to be in this game until the final buzzer, and there’s no way she’s letting UConn foul her out.
Alex takes a bad shot her next time down the court, curses herself for the wasted possession but shakes it off as she falls back to play D.  She does what she always does, follows the point’s eyes instead of the ball, because a ball doesn’t ever reveal emotion, doesn’t ever flick to one side the moment before a fake pass.  And it’s because she’s watching the point’s eyes that she dives in front of the ball the moment it leaves the girl’s hands, only to feel someone ram into her from behind, and then she’s falling, falling — 
 
#
 
Graham gasps when Alex’s head hits the floor, forgets how to breathe when she doesn’t move again and the team trainers run out and crouch around her.
“That’s Alexis Woods on the floor… Rosemont’s star point guard… Looks like she took a pretty hard hit from behind by the UConn forward…  Let’s see that replay again.”
And as if it wasn’t bad enough the first time, Graham has to watch the back of Alex’s half-shaved head hitting the floor and bouncing up three more times in slow-motion while the commentators jabber on about whether or not she’s got a concussion.
 
#
 
Anika falls to her knees next to Alex, even though the trainer waves her back.
“You’re not leaving me alone on this, Lex.  You’re not.  There’s still six points to make up, two minutes thirty to play.  You’re getting up.”
Alex hears the voice, can’t get Anika’s face to come into focus.  “Who hit me?”
“Who the fuck do you think?” Anika fumes.  “They already called a technical.  Ophelia will take the shots if you can’t.”
Alex blinks a few times.  “Did you just say I can’t make a free throw?”
Anika grins at her fallen friend, hauls her back to her feet a few seconds later when she says she’s all good.
Alex steps up to the free throw line, all alone because it’s a technical foul.  It’s Rhianna Jerkins’ fourth foul, and the UConn lead narrows to two with less than three minutes to play.
 
#
 
Graham and Brendan join hands and dance around the living room when Ophelia hits the shot that puts Rosemont up by one with thirty seconds left on the clock.  And when Brendan smacks a kiss onto Graham’s cheek, she doesn’t even flinch away.
When she looks back on that moment later, she’ll conclude that a flinch would’ve been a good response.  A frown would’ve been even better.
Even Rosita and Tip are getting into it in the last few seconds.  Tip’s gnawing on his knuckles; Rosita’s sitting so far forward on the couch that it surprises no one when she slips out of her seat and lands hard on the floor as Anika Singh hooks a shot over Jerkins to put Rosemont up by three.
 
#
 
The final buzzer sounds, and Alex’s still-fuzzy head doesn’t even register that it’s finished until Ophelia nearly tackles her with a hug.  Then it’s Anika, lifting her off her feet, pinning her arms to her side, then the rookie Baby Miller’s crashing into her back, and even Iris — Iris! — is laughing and smiling and crying.  Anika and Monique and Zee hoist Alex into the air, carrying her down the court on their shoulders while she pumps a triumphant fist into the air.
And for the first time after a win all season, her first thought isn’t of that night, isn’t how she wishes she could share this triumph with Cassie.  Her first thought is of her teammates and Coach Tynan and how they did the impossible together, how they toppled the biggest dynasty in college basketball.
And a few seconds later — her third or fourth or fifth thought — she finds herself hoping that Graham saw this incredible, magical moment.
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The high of the win lasts and lasts — through the interviews with Pam Gyllenhaal of ESPN, through the pictures she has to pose for, through cutting down the net, through Coach Tynan’s speech on the court.
But then the high fades and Alex starts to flag; she pushes through a press conference, a team booster dinner, autographs, poses for more photos, gives more interviews.  Two and a half hours after the game, she can’t take anymore; her head hurts like a bitch, and even though the trainers decided she didn’t have a concussion, she finally begs off.
She spots Anika in the crowd, but her gigantic friend is surrounded by microphones, at last getting the attention that she’s deserved all year, so she catches Iris’s eye instead.
“I’ve got to get back to the hotel,” she explains to her roommate.  Iris nods, because it goes without saying that Alex’s body is battered, her head is hurting, and she needs her wingman to get her out of here.  Iris works her way through the throngs of people, talks to Coach quietly for a minute before making her way back to Alex.  “Let’s get our stuff.  They’re going to be here for another hour or two; we’ll take a cab.”
Alex has never been more grateful for Iris’s unflappable consistency than she is right now, because although her head and her body are both exhausted, it’s not just that.  It’s also being in the spotlight for the past three hours, and even though Alex doesn’t mind the spotlight on the court, off the court she sometimes just wants everyone to leave her alone.  And Iris always understands that.
She’s riding in the back of the cab with Iris when she finally turns her phone back on.  It immediately explodes with the sound of incoming messages, and she scrolls through them, glancing at one from her grandpa, who apparently finally managed to tune into a game, one from a cousin in Baltimore, one from Anika asking where she’s disappeared to, and one from
 
OMG YOU WON YOU 
WON YOU WON!!!!
 
Graham.
Alex’s mouth is already sore from smiling and laughing all night, but the corners of her lips twitch up one last time at the sight of Graham’s caps-lock and exclamation points.  The next message from the blonde girl is a series of emojis that make very little sense — a basketball, five different smiley faces, a horse, a unicorn, a lady in a red dress, a plane.
 
So I take it you watched the game 
 
Alex replies, crooked half-smile still on her face as she types.  And even though it’s past eleven PM on a school night, Graham answers right away, as if she’s been waiting for Alex to write her back.
But no.  Graham’s not waiting for her to text; that’s probably Alex just exaggerating things.
 
Is your head okay???  Do you 
have a concussion???  Did I tell you 
my mom’s a doctor?
 
Yes No No, Alex writes.
 
Thank god you’re ok.  I practically 
fainted when you hit your head.
 
I’m ok.  
 
After a moment’s thought, Alex asks:  
 
What’re you doing tomorrow night?
No plans
 
Join the team for a celebration at 
grounders?
 
I’ll be there :-D  what time are you 
guys getting there?
 
Festivities start @ 9 
 
Alex replies automatically, even though as of yet there is no team party at Grounders.
She backs out of the thread with Graham and starts a new one, typing in all of her teammates’ names into the address line.
 
Celebration tomorrow night at 
Grounders starting 9pm
 
she says, because she’s the co-captain of the NCAA Division I Women’s National Champions, and if anyone can decide it’s time to throw a party, it’s her.
 
First round’s on Alex ;-) Anika writes back, the first one to reply.
 
That’s what she said, Alex retorts.
 
#
 
It’s twenty after nine the next night when Graham shows up.  Alex has been hanging out near the bar, which offers a clear view of the entrance, trying not to fidget.  When Graham spots Alex, she runs through the crowd and wraps her into a tight hug.
Anika raises an eyebrow.  
“I’m so proud of you!” Graham gushes when she finally lets go.
And it’s fairly awkward, and not just because Anika and Iris are both staring, or because it’s the first time Graham’s ever actually touched Alex, or because Alex didn’t realize how badly she craved that touch until it happened.
What makes it most awkward is the way Brendan strides over to them from his place next to Ophelia and points his finger back and forth between the two of them.
“You two know each other?” he asks, full of confused surprise, which in turn confuses Alex, because she thought Graham said that Ophelia’s older brother was her good friend.  
How has Graham managed to go the whole tournament without telling Brendan that she knows the team’s point guard?  Especially if they’ve been watching games together?
Does that mean… is Graham embarrassed about being friends with Alex?
At least Alex isn’t alone in her awkwardness.  Graham glances between Alex’s uncomfortable face and Brendan’s (angry?) face and swallows audibly, wearing an expression that makes Alex think of a guilty child.  
“Um.  Yeah,” she says at last, cheeks reddening, and if Brendan didn’t look pissed before, he definitely does now.
He shakes his head at Graham, leans down to mutter something low in her ear that Alex doesn’t catch, and turns back to the bar to call for another drink.  Alex doesn’t know what that was all about, but she doesn’t like it.  Specifically, she doesn’t care for Brendan’s attitude.  Doesn’t care for the way he just spoke to Graham.
Now would probably be a good time to start drinking again.
“Can I get you a drink?” she asks Graham.
The blonde shakes her head in a furious no, making the bun resting atop her head shiver dangerously and drop loose a line of long blonde hair.  This is as cleaned-up as Alex has ever seen Graham, she realizes.  She’s wearing a short, tight black skirt, a button-down powder blue blouse that strains across the chest, and she actually has on make-up and earrings tonight.
Alex didn’t realize the party at Grounders would call for such dressing up; she’s wearing the same black cargo pants and loose grey-mesh Raiders jersey — that’s the Los Angeles Raiders, not Rosemont — that she usually wears when she goes out on Wednesday nights.
“There’s no way you’re buying any drinks tonight,” Graham says above the music.  “You’re the one everyone’s treating.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Alex says.  “Maybe it’s because you were late that you didn’t notice, but I bought everybody their first round.”
Graham pouts in a way that Alex’s never seen before, frowning and putting both hands on her hips.  On the other hand, Alex realizes, there’s probably a lot of uniquely Graham expressions she’s never seen before — she’s still only known the girl a little over six weeks, and for most of that time, she’s been on the road for basketball.
“Well, you’re not buying now.  Crown and Coke, right?” Graham asks.  Alex nods, pleased that Graham knows her drink order, but then she catches Brendan scowling over Graham’s shoulder in a dark, dangerous way.  
Seriously — what’s this guy’s problem?  
Graham turns to the barkeep, orders a Crown and Coke for Alex, a Diet Coke for herself.
“You’re not drinking?” Alex asks, surprised.
Graham leverages herself up by Alex’s forearm to say into her ear, “I have a promise not to drink except on Fridays or Saturdays.  Remember, accountability partner?”
“What if your accountability partner gave you a pass?”
“Then I wouldn’t have a very good accountability partner, would I?”
“Maybe you can trade out drinking on Friday or Saturday this week for drinking tonight,” Alex suggests.
Graham laughs.  “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a bad influence?”
“All the time,” she says.  “Switch your drinking night.  Just this one time.  For me?”
Graham’s blue-grey eyes flash with something for a moment, something that reminds Alex of the way the bleach blonde in Gainesville looked at her, the way the curvy brunette from six weeks ago at this very bar looked at her.  But before she can contemplate what the look in Graham’s eyes could possibly mean, it disappears so quickly that Alex assumes it must’ve been a trick of the light.  
“If I drink,” Graham says, “you have to promise me two things.”
“What?”
“Number one, don’t let me get super-trashed, okay?  I don’t want to get all sloppy at the party in your honor.”
“It’s not in my — ”
“It is to me.  Number two, you have to make sure I keep my other commitment.  I’m not going home with anyone except the cab driver tonight.”
“Graham… that’s kind of kinky.  The cab driver?  Really?”
She slaps Alex’s arm playfully.  “How many drinks have you had already?  Or are you learning how to have a sense of humor while stone-cold sober?”
“Only one, so I guess my sense of humor’s getting better.”  Alex smirks.  “Okay, okay.  I promise to keep an eye on you if you promise to change order to something more interesting than Diet Coke.”
“You know this is what they call unhealthy peer pressure, right?”
Alex only quirks an eyebrow.
Graham signals the bartender, changes her order, and a minute later, they’re headed to Alex’s regular table in the corner.
There are two round tables pulled together there tonight, and it’s much more crowded than it usually is.  Anika, Iris, Ophelia, and Lawrence are there, like normal, but so is Jenny, the delicate wisp of a girl Anika’s been dating since high school — she drove all the way down from Ohio to see Anika and perches in the big girl’s lap.  Ophelia’s brother Brendan sits with them, too, and he’s still watching Graham with narrowed eyes in a way that Alex doesn’t like.  Plus there’s a new “friend” of Iris’s — a beefy, well-dressed guy named Kamal or Kamil who looks like he’s probably as studious and serious as Iris is.
Alex introduces Graham to her friends, only wincing a little when Anika says, “Ah, so you’re the infamous Graham,” and ignoring the way Ophelia and Lawrence exchange some sort of secret, knowing smile.
“So, how do you two know each other?” Brendan asks Graham as soon as the introductions are over.
Graham catches Alex’s eye for a moment, and there’s a question in it.  Alex lifts her chin subtly, giving unspoken permission for Graham to speak freely.  So Graham tells the table the truth.  
“We go to group therapy together.” 
“Group therapy?” Brendan echoes, surprised.
“Yeah,” Graham says, and the stare she gives Brendan has a challenge in it that Alex doesn’t understand.
He only nods, takes a gulp of his beer.  “Oh.  Cool.”
Alex relaxes after that, because now she understands why Ophelia’s brother had no idea that Graham knew Alex:  Graham wasn’t embarrassed to tell Brendan she knew Alex; she was protecting her anonymity.
But it still doesn’t explain why Brendan’s acting so grumpy.
The bar gets rowdy by ten-thirty, practically deafening by eleven.  Half the noise seems to be coming from their corner, which keeps growing in size as other teammates and their friends and their significant others show up to sit down, share a round, reminisce about the craziest or funniest or most unbelievable moments of the tournament, both on and off the court.  The outsiders sitting at the table’s core — Lawrence, Jenny, Graham, Kamal, Brendan — listen as the players tell their stories, gasping at the dramatic ones, reveling in the funny ones almost as much as the team does.
Alex doesn’t participate much herself, even when the stories feature her.  Mostly she sits back, nurses her second Crown and Coke, enjoys their enjoyment.  The whole thing makes her feel like she’s earned the “Commander” nickname that ESPN gave her; she’s the living patriarch of this family of her own making, the family she never had, and they fan out around her like a warm, protective shield.
It feels so good that she can almost forget about Cassie, at least a little.  At least for tonight.
She tries not to mind when Nikki slips through the shield, worms her way through Alex’s family to get to Graham.  The girl with the dirty blonde dreadlocks reaches out a hand.
“Dance?” is all she says.
Graham turns to Alex.  “Dance with us?” she asks hopefully.
But Alex assumes Graham probably only offers to be polite; the girl’s put in an appearance at Alex’s celebratory party, but now that Nikki’s tracked her down, she’ll probably stay for a few dances and disappear out the back door.  Alex doesn’t hold it against her.  She’s done the same thing herself too many times to count.  Maybe she’ll even do it tonight — the basketball season is officially over, after all, which makes one of her three commitments null and void.
Alex shakes her head.  “I’m good,” she says with a wave aimed at both Graham and Nikki.  “You two have fun.”
Is that disappointment on Graham’s face?  Even if it is, she takes Nikki’s outstretched hand, lets the other girl lead her through the crowd to the dance floor.
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Alex half-listens to the story Zee Roberts is telling Jenny about Anika’s prank on Coach, half-watches Nikki grind against Graham on the dance floor a few yards away.  And as Jenny’s face widens in horror over the lewdness of her girlfriend’s prank and as Anika laughs and presses another kiss into the tiny girl’s neck, Alex realizes she’s not the only one watching Graham.
Brendan’s on his fourth beer, maybe his fifth, and he’s eyeing Graham and Nikki with another one of those expressions Alex just doesn’t like.  She’s seen looks like that before.  Men used to look at Cassie the same way.  It’s… predatory, somehow.
Alex stiffens when he sets his drink down and threads through tables to get to the dance floor; she completely stops listening to Zee when he starts dancing right behind Graham.
Graham doesn’t know it’s him at first; she’s dancing with her eyes closed hip-to-hip with Nikki, and when Brendan rests his hands on the sides of her waist from behind, at first she just reaches down and puts her hands over his, not seeming to mind that someone else has joined in.
Nikki watches the whole thing without the slightest hint that something’s wrong.  She doesn’t seem to mind Brendan’s presence that much, which irritates the hell out of Alex, because that’s exactly the kind of thing she would expect from the girl with the dirty blonde dreadlocks and two eyebrow rings.  A bunch of free-love menage a trois hippie bullshit that makes it perfectly fine for somebody else to hit on her date.  It’s the kind of thing Alex would never stand for.
But it’s not Alex’s business.
The moment Graham seems to process that the hands on her hips are male, her eyes snap open and she whips around to look at who’s dancing behind her.  When she sees it’s Brendan, no question about it, she’s pissed.  She says something that looks like it’s probably What the fuck are you doing, but Brendan replies with his palms upturned and a shit-eating grin on his face.
Graham grabs Nikki’s wrist and begins dragging her away from Brendan, deeper into the dance floor, but Brendan reaches out, grabs Graham’s other arm before the girls can completely melt into the crowd.  He jerks her arm hard enough that Graham loses her balance, stumbles forward into him.
That’s the moment Alex decides she’s had enough.
She stands up so fast that the chair smacks into Baby Miller behind her, but she doesn’t turn around to apologize.  Instead, she shoves between Zee and Nia, crossing the distance between their table and the dance floor in a few long, purposeful strides.
She wastes no time with words.  Her fist connects with the side of Brendan’s face with a right hook, so hard she’s shaking her hand out half-a-moment later.  There’s a cascade of gasps on the dance floor as the people closest to them realize what’s just happened and scatter away from them like startled insects.
Graham and Nikki both freeze, and in his shock, it even takes Brendan a few seconds to react.  He touches two fingertips to the red welt forming on his cheek, then the same hand snakes out, backhands Alex hard, catching her squarely across the mouth.
She roars furiously — the kind of wordless battlecry she normally reserves for the basketball court — and dives at him, planting a shoulder in his gut and wrapping her arms around his waist as she takes him to the ground.
“Don’t ever lay a hand on her again!” she hears herself scream as she straddles his chest.  “Don’t touch her!  Don’t even look at her!”  
She draws her right hand back again, preparing for a second swing, when someone pulls her off him.  
“Fucking let go of me!  Let go!” Alex shouts as she thrashes and reaches for Brendan, trying free herself of the unknown arms wrapped around her from behind.
Brendan’s struggling to get to her, too, spittle flying from his lips as he yells obscenities like Bitch and Cunt and Dyke, but Lawrence has his right arm in a lock, Kamal is holding him on the other side, and Ophelia slips between her brother and her captain.  
She rests both hands on her brother’s shoulders, lightly pushing him back.  “Stop, Bren.  You’ve got to calm down, just — ”
“She sucker-punched me!  The bitch sucker punched me!”
But Alex doesn’t hear the rest of what Brendan tells his sister, because whoever has her is dragging her now, and she’s half-pushed, half-pulled down the back hallway she’s escaped through so many times before, out the rear door and into the parking lot.
The arms release her, give her a little shove from behind.  “What the fuck was that, you stupid fuck?!” 
Alex turns, panting, to see Anika glaring at her with a confused blend of surprise and anger.
The back door swings open, and Monique Miller and Jenny tumble out.  “Lex?  Are you okay?” Baby Miller asks, sounding unreasonably panicked for being one of the few completely sober members of the team.
Alex is still winded, as if she’s been dashing down the court after a ball, and she leans down, plants her palms on her knees.
“I’ve got this,” Anika says, voice gentle now, likely because her girlfriend’s standing nearby.  “Go back inside.  Tell them it’s okay.”
 
#
 
Graham passes Anika’s girlfriend and one of the freshman players in the hall on her way out the back door.
“Alex?” she calls, glancing around wildly until she sees Alex standing a few paces beyond Anika.  
Alex keeps her hands on her knees but looks up at the sound of her name, and Graham runs toward her, skirting around Anika and crouching down until she’s level with Alex’s face.
The corner of Alex’s mouth is bleeding, and Graham runs her thumb gingerly over the spot.  “Oh, God, Alex.  He hurt you.  I’m so sorry.”
Alex straightens, catches Graham’s wrist without squeezing it.  “Are you okay?  Did he hurt you?  Because if he did — ”
“Oh Jesus-motherfucking-Christ!” Anika says behind Graham.  Graham had practically forgotten she was there, pivots to look at her.  “Sorry to break up the argument about who needs Mommy to kiss-it-and-make-it-better the most, but may I just point out here that you almost started a fucking bar fight, Alex?”
Alex shakes her head.  “I didn’t.  He started it.  He yanked on Graham, almost made her fall.”
“As fucking noble as it may fucking be to leap to your lady’s defense, Romeo, this was supposed to be a team celebration.  Remember us?  Your basketball team?  Now, I’m sure Iris’s back in there, covering for your sorry ass like she always does, because do you know what happens if you get caught in a fight — on-campus or off — when you’re on the varsity-fucking-basketball team?”
Alex lets go of Graham’s wrist, and Graham watches as the Norse warrior-goddess’ face drops into something that resembles remorse.
“That’s right.  You’d be gone.  And probably not just a suspension this time, since everybody’s losing their fucking patience with you.  You’d just be gone.”
“Anika, I’m s — ”
“No, bitch.  I’ve listened to your ‘I’m sorries’ all year.  Now you’re going to listen-the-fuck-up to me.  I’m tired of your bullshit.  And look, I get that it’s completely shitty that your girlfriend died on the back of your bike and all, and I get that your heart hurts like a motherfucker, but I swear-to-God, Alex, if you don’t pull your shit together soon, I’m not going to keep covering for you.  And if you get kicked off this team, then I promise you, I will not forgive you and we will not be friends anymore.  Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
Alex lifts her eyes, meets the fury in Anika’s.  She nods slowly.
“Good.”  Anika waves dismissively at Graham.  “She’s all yours.  Though why you’d want her, I’ve no fucking clue.”  
With that, she marches away from Graham, throws the door open with so much force that it bangs hard against the brick wall beside it, and disappears back inside Grounders.
Alex turns on her heel, her back to Graham.  She runs both hands down the long brown hair that cascades in Anika’s artful braids past her shoulders.  “Fuck,” she whispers.
Graham takes a tentative step forward, rests a hand on Alex’s shoulder.
“If I go get a wet towel and some ice to clean you up, do you promise to still be here when I get back?” she asks.
Alex seems to hesitate, then nods once without turning around.
“Okay,” Graham says, but she still worries about leaving Alex like this.  “Just — stay.  Don’t go anywhere.  I’ll be right back.”
When Graham heads back inside, she sees that Anika was right — Iris’s talking with the Grounders manager in the corner in low tones, surrounded by a few other basketball players, all of whom wear somber expressions.  Ophelia, Lawrence, and Brendan are nowhere to be seen.  She assumes they took Brendan out the front door when Anika took Alex out the back.
She’s retrieved a bag of ice and a damp towel from the barkeep and is heading for the back door again when she feels a hand on her arm.  It’s Nikki.
“Hey,” Nikki says.
“Hey.  Are you alright?”
She gives a rueful smile.  “Yeah.  I’m fine.  I was just a spectator.”
“I’m sorry,” Graham says.
“What for?”
“For… whatever all this drama was all about.”
“I think you know what it’s about,” Nikki says.  “Didn’t know you had people willing to fight over you.  If I did, I might’ve been a little more careful.  Kept a closer eye on you.”  She winks to show that she’s only joking, but Graham thinks she detects something almost sad in the girl’s voice.
Nikki doesn’t give her a chance to ponder what the sad look means, though; she pecks Graham on the cheek and turns around, disappearing back down the hall.
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True to her word, Alex is still in the parking lot when Graham gets back outside.  She’s sitting against the brick wall of the bar’s rear entrance, arms loosely resting on the knees of her folded legs, head leaned back so far she looks like she’s searching the night sky for answers.
Graham kneels next to her, hands her the bag of ice before dabbing the wet towel at Alex’s swollen, broken lip.
“Guess I really fucked things up this time,” Alex says, words partially muffled by the towel.
Graham shakes her head.  “It wasn’t your fault.  It’s like you told Anika — Brendan started it.”
Alex stays quiet for a moment, closing her eyes at the gentle touch of the wet towel.
“What did he say to you?” she asks.  “When you pushed him away after he tried to dance with you, what did he say?”
Graham sighs, keeps her focus on cleaning Alex’s mouth so that she doesn’t have to meet the inquisitive green eyes.  “I… let’s just say that Brendan’s not the only person whose fault it is.”
Alex stays silent — waiting for her to elaborate, Graham supposes.
She takes the towel away from Alex’s mouth, rocks back onto her heels.  “Do you remember a few weeks ago, when I brought up the idea of us being accountability partners?”
Alex nods.
“And do you remember how I said I’d made the mistake of sleeping with a friend, and that things had gotten… weird between us?”
Alex nods again — more hesitantly this time.
“Brendan’s the one I slept with.”
Alex looks away from Graham, out towards the cars in the parking lot.
Her implacable silence gives Graham a sinking feeling that this is all going to get worse before it gets better, so she rushes ahead with, “I tried telling him I made a mistake… that I didn’t have feelings for him… But he hasn’t been taking no for an answer.”
Alex’s gaze returns to Graham.  “You never answered my question.  What did he say to you tonight?  On the dance floor?”
“He said…”  
But Graham can’t seem to find the right way of explaining this to Alex, so she leans in with the towel, wipes the last bit of blood away from her face, then lifts the icepack from Alex’s lap and holds it to the broken lip.  Alex reaches up and takes the icepack from Graham, brushing the back of Graham’s hand with long, slender fingers.  
Graham shifts into a sitting position against the wall, shoulder-to-shoulder with Alex.  This way, Graham doesn’t have to look Alex’s in the face when she speaks again.
“Brendan said that if I insisted upon chasing women that… that act like men, then I should just be honest about who it is I really want.  Which… I’m sure he thinks that means him.”
Alex pulls the ice away from her face, raises an amused eyebrow when she studies Graham.  “If you insist upon chasing women who act like men… then Brendan thinks Nikki is…  What?  Butch?  Nikki might not be all that femme, but there’s nothing very masculine about her.”
Graham shakes her head, not sharing Alex’s amusement.  Quietly, she says, “Brendan wasn’t talking about Nikki.”  
Graham searches Alex’s face, looking for some hint that she understands.  
She doesn’t.  
“But other than Nikki, you’re not seeing any other…”  Then comprehension strikes Alex all at once.  She sucks in a small breath, pinches her mouth closed before saying, “Graham…  Do you mean — are you saying Brendan was talking about me?”
Graham breaks eye contact, turns towards the parking lot with a nod.  “It’s not that I had planned to… I wasn’t going to — I mean, I know you’re not really ready to consider…”  She swallows.  Shakes her head firmly.  “Anyway, I told Brendan that who I took to bed, or who I — who I loved, it’s not any of his business.  And it never will be.  That was about when you showed up.”
For a moment, Alex is absolutely still.  Graham is reminded of the Alex who sometimes stands eerily motionless and silent on the basketball court, the Alex who is a spring-loaded knife about to be released.  Her stillness is both rife with tension and completely unreadable at the same time.
Graham attempts a smile.  “I guess this just got really awkward, huh?”
Alex sets the icepack down between them and uses the brick wall to push to her feet.  
“I’ve got to go,” she says.  Alex takes a few steps away from Graham, deeper into the shadows of the parking lot.  She turns back.  “I’m sorry I ruined the party.”
“You didn’t ruin anything,” Graham says, and she’s trying desperately to keep the tears from her eyes and her voice, because this wasn’t how this night was supposed to go.  It had been ruined — but not by Alex.  “Anika’s right, though — about the fighting, I mean.  Do we need to add ‘No starting bar fights’ to your list of commitments?”  Graham’s trying to be light, teasing, but her voice still strains.  
“See you in group on Sunday.”
Graham opens her mouth to say Please don’t leave, then shuts it.  All that eventually comes out is:  “Bye, Alex.”
And with that, the Norse warrior-goddess turns her back on Graham and stalks away.  
Did Graham really expect anything else?
 
#
 
Alex is back in Tom’s office the next morning, glad not to have much hangover to speak of.  She didn’t stay at Grounders long enough to party as hard as she’d actually intended.
Nonetheless, she’s got a double-espresso this morning instead of her regular coffee.  She needs the caffeine; she barely slept the night before and has classes all day.
“First of all, congratulations,” her counselor says, walking around from behind the desk to shake Alex’s hand when she walks in.  “I’m not much of a sports fan, so I didn’t see the game, but I hear you guys did an amazing job and took down the nation’s favorite for the championship.  And I hear you played exceptionally well.”
“Thanks.”
He gestures to the armchair with the frayed patch on its arm, sits in a roller chair across from her.
“So what was it like for you?” he asks.  “To have a win that big, after everything you’ve been through this year?”
“Surreal.”
“Surreal in what way?”
Alex lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.  Takes a sip from her espresso, wincing when it scalds her broken lip.  “Just… surreal.  Kind of like… I don’t really know how to feel.  Or… what I feel, for that matter.”
He nods.  “That’s understandable.  You’ve lived through the highest of highs and the lowest of lows, all in a six-month time frame.”
“Seven months,” Alex corrects automatically.  “Seven and three-quarters, almost.  The eight-month anniversary comes Tuesday after next.”
“The accident was on a Tuesday?”
Alex lifts her chin, a silent Yes.
Tom looks pensive, types something into his tablet.  “I bet Tuesdays are different now,” he says.
Alex drops her gaze, slides a little lower in the armchair, takes another sip.  
“Tuesdays are different because she died on a Tuesday,” she says softly.  “Wednesdays are different because we used to go to Grounders with our friends on Wednesdays after practice.  Thursdays are different because I always spent the night at her place on Wednesday night, woke up in her bed on Thursday morning.  Fridays are different because Fridays were usually busy for her, and we couldn’t see each other until pretty late.  Saturdays and Sundays are different because we used to study together every weekend that I wasn’t out of town.  Mondays are different because the last full day I had with her was a Monday, but I didn’t know it at the time.”
She draws in a long breath when she finishes, practically winded.  Alex doesn’t speak that much at once in general, and the speech she just delivered to Tom is probably the most she’s talked about Cassie at one time in nearly eight months.
And even though she just said more than she ever meant to say to Tom, she’s afraid he’s going to ask a follow-up question about Cassie, so she says even more simply to change the subject.
“I almost started a bar fight last night.”
Tom raises an eyebrow, waits for her to continue.
“You’re not going to… you won’t tell Coach Tynan, will you?  Patient confidentiality and all that?”
“What you say in here stays between you and me, Alex,” he says, and she finds the reassurance comforting.  “Why don’t you tell me about this fight?  Or almost-fight?”
She sighs, because explaining to Tom what happened last night, having to think about it again after spending the whole night awake thinking about it… it already sounds exhausting.  And she’s not in the mood to make any more speeches, so she looks for a way to make it as short and simple as possible.
“There’s this guy — the brother of one of my teammates — and he was drunk, hitting on a girl who didn’t want to be hit on, and so I punched him in the face and tackled him.  But Anika pulled me off before it could go any further than that.”
If Tom’s shocked by Alex’s actions, it doesn’t show on his face.  “Did you know the girl he was hitting on?”
“Yeah.  ’Course I did.”
“In what way?”
“In what way what?” Alex asks, defensiveness edging into her voice.
Tom doesn’t react to it.  “In what way do you know the girl?” he clarifies.
Alex shrugs, picks at the frayed patch.  “She’s a friend.”
“A friend from your team?”
Alex shakes her head, doesn’t look at Tom.  “A friend from that group therapy thing you sent me to.”
“She’s lost a significant other,” Tom says.  Statement, not question.
Alex nods.
“So you’ve developed a friendship with someone going through the same thing you are?  That sounds positive.”
She doesn’t answer.
Heedless of her silence, Tom keeps going.  “But I think it’s interesting you made the decision to physically defend her from your teammate’s brother.”
He lets the statement hang.  
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Alex asks.
“I mean that punching someone in the face is an extreme way of reacting when you witness someone flirting with someone else.  Even when it’s a friend who doesn’t want to be flirted with.”
Alex’s eyes narrow.  “I don’t think it was that extreme.  He grabbed her.  That’s not flirting.  It’s harassment.”  She shrugs.  “So I acted.”
Tom stares at Alex for a good thirty seconds without saying anything.  Finally, he asks, “Alex… Do your feelings for this girl run beyond mere friendship?”
Alex bows her head, runs a hand over her braids, which have gotten messy since she slept in them.  She should’ve known better than to bring this topic up.
“It is okay to have feelings for someone other than Cassie,” Tom says gently.
But Alex shakes her head.  “No.  It’s not,” she says, voice cracking.  She clears her throat and takes another sip from her coffee.  “It’s too soon.”
“Too soon for what?  To get into a new relationship?  Or to feel something for someone who’s not your dead girlfriend?”
The words dead girlfriend ring inside Alex’s head.
(“Cassie?… Cassie!”)
She takes a long time to answer Tom’s question, waiting for the ringing phrase to fade away before she trusts herself to speak again.  “It’s too soon for either one.”
“We can’t always choose what we feel.”
She looks up sharply.  “Well, I say we can.  And what I choose is not to have any feelings for Graham.”
Whoops.  She hadn’t meant to say Graham’s name.  Now it’s out there and she can’t shove it back in her mouth.  It floats in the air between them while Tom does his silent-gazing thing.
“It seems to me that you’ve been choosing not to feel much of anything for the last seven and three-quarters months,” he observes.  “Has it served you well?  Do you really think you’re happier for it?  Do you really think it’s been the healthiest way to cope with Cassie’s death?”
Dead girlfriend.  Cassie’s death.  Tom’s pushing her today, making up for all the sessions she missed when she was out of town for the tournament.
“I don’t know if it’s the healthiest way or not, but it’s… I’m surviving.”
“And is that really what you want the rest of your life to be about, Alex?  Just surviving?”
She stands abruptly, tosses the empty espresso cup into a trashcan.  “I’m done for the day, Tom.”
“No, you’re not.  Not even close.  We still have almost forty-five minutes.”
“I don’t care how much time is left; I’m out.”  She turns, moves towards the door.
Tom speaks without raising his voice.  “Do I really need to remind you of the tenuous situation you’re in?  The reason why you have to come to my office twice per week?”
She stops but makes no move to return to the frayed armchair.
“You can’t just walk away from every person who forces you to face your pain, Alex.  Sit back down.”
Walk away.  Like what she did last night to Graham.
With heavy steps, she returns to the armchair, flops into it like a petulant child.
“With the time we have left,” Tom says, “how about you explain to me some of the ways in which you ‘choose’ not to feel anything?”
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After all the drama of Wednesday night, the rest of Graham’s week is essentially miserable, and she finds herself cursing her commitment not to drink, not to paint before her homework’s done, not to reach out to one of her semi-regular hook-ups.  The last commitment wouldn’t be so bad if Nikki would return her texts or her phone calls, but the girl’s gone into radio silence.
And Nikki’s not the only one who’s not calling Graham back.  Do her commitments even still count if her accountability partner’s bailed on her?
She sends Alex a text on Thursday afternoon:  
 
Do you have time to get coffee today 
or tomorrow?  I feel like we need to clear 
the air.
 
No answer.
No answer by five PM, and Graham’s thinking Alex could still be at class or doing something basketball-y.  
No answer by eight PM, and Graham’s hoping she’s just busy with dinner or went out with friends.
No answer by midnight, when Graham finally turns off the lamp on her nightstand and tries to sleep.
And because she doesn’t want to seem desperate or needy, even though she’s feeling plenty of both, she refuses to let herself text Alex on Friday.
But Graham’s been talking to Alex by text or phone at least once every day since Alex sent her Cassie’s birthdate, even during the busiest part of the basketball tournament.  Which means that by midday on Saturday, it doesn’t feel as if it’s been two-and-a-half days since she last talked to Alex; it feels like it’s been two-and-a-half years.  She’s waited long enough to try again.  
 
You coming to group tomorrow? she sends.
 
And she checks her phone periodically for the rest of the day, jumping at the sound of each new text message that comes in.  None of them is from Alex.
She’s sympathetic at first, knowing that her awkward semi-confession on Wednesday night was the last thing Alex probably wanted to hear, but as the hours without a response tick into days, her sympathy morphs into an ugly anger.
Because Alex’s got some fucking nerve, giving her the silent treatment.
She charged in like a knight-in-shining-armor when Brendan got too handsy at Grounders, defending Graham with such ferocity that she would’ve gotten kicked out or arrested if Anika hadn’t been so quick to intervene.  But a few minutes later, when Graham was forced into admitting her feelings for Alex might go beyond friendship, the girl walked off like she didn’t give a damn.
Walked off like she hadn’t just punched Brendan in the face on Graham’s behalf.
Walked off like her eyes never softened with concern when Graham followed her out the back door, like she didn’t immediately launch into a did-he-hurt-you-because-if-he-did thing.
But on top of that, Graham’s not deaf and she’s not blind.  Anika called Alex “Romeo” after the fight; Nikki gave her that pitiful little smile when Graham rushed back to Alex with a wet towel and icepack, and now Nikki’s not answering texts.
And Brendan?  He picked up on the chemistry between them from the first moment Graham walked in, which was why he was so worked up by the time he stepped onto the dance floor.
Graham might be an artist at heart, but she has a doctor mother, (had) an engineer father, and she’s a pre-med bio major.  In other words, Graham’s a scientist.  She’s perfectly capable of logically examining the evidence before her and arriving at a reasonable hypothesis.  
And the longer she thinks about Alex and everything that transpired Wednesday night, the angrier she gets at the girl with the steely green eyes.
Because after analyzing the data, her hypothesis is abundantly clear:
Point one: Graham isn’t the only one whose feelings are growing to be bigger than friendship.  Alex feels something, too.
Point two:  The infuriating girl is doing the same thing she always does when she’s faced with feelings she can’t handle.  She’s running from them, shutting down the one person who might actually be able to help her face them and make sense of them.
Point three:  Alex likes to act strong.  But underneath the facade, she’s a weakling.
 
#
 
Graham’s waiting in the passenger seat, leaning against the window, fiddling with her hair, which she didn’t bother to do anything with today, when Rosita finally rushes out of the apartment with car keys in her hand and gets in.
She glances at Graham quickly before clicking the seat belt into place and starting the car.  Graham barely acknowledges Rosita’s presence, doesn’t even shift her head away from the window when they go over the speed hump.  Rosita gives her a longer, appraising look.
“I’m sorry, okay?” Rosita says defensively, slowing to a stop at the light in front of the apartment complex.  She mutters something else in Spanish, then says, “I know how much you hate being late, but I got wrapped up in a problem set and time got away from — ”
“Don’t worry about it,” Graham mutters.  Still not looking at Rosita.  “I don’t care if I’m late or not.”
“Since when?” Rosita asks suspiciously.
“Since I decided I don’t give a damn about a single person in that group.  Since they obviously don’t care about me.”
Rosita pulls onto the main road.  Neither of them speak for a few minutes.  But when they’re idling at a long light, Rosita turns in her seat to face Graham.
“Out with it,” Rosita commands.  “What’s got you all lathered up today?”  But she doesn’t wait for Graham to answer her question before saying, “It’s about what happened on Wednesday, isn’t it?  With Alex?”
Graham shifts, sits straighter in her seat.  She sighs, because there’s no point trying to redirect Rosita once she’s latched onto something.  The girl’s like a pit bull.  “Yeah.”
“Still hasn’t answered your texts?”
“Nope.”
“Mmm,” Rosita says.  The light changes; her eyes go back to the road.  “You’re afraid to see her.”
“Afraid?” Graham scoffs.  “No.  Not at all.  Not unless you count ‘afraid that I might kill her.’”
Rosita’s face scrunches like she’s smelled something sour.  “Last time we talked about this, you were all misty-eyed with unrequited love.  And now you’re going to kill her?”
“It’s just like… she’s got the emotional maturity of a ten year-old, you know?” Graham says, warming up to the conversation.  “Something happens she doesn’t like, or that makes her uncomfortable, and instead of just saying it, she runs away.  Every.  Time.  And she’s… amazing, she really is, but it’s like she’s backed herself into this corner where she’s not allowed to feel anything, and the moment she does start to feel something, bam.”  Graham slaps the back of one hand into the open palm of the other.  “All the walls go up.  And heaven forbid anyone tries to break through those walls.”
She crosses her arms against her chest.
Rosita seems to think about this for a moment, then snorts.  “So in other words, she’s just like you.”
“Just like…?  I’m not like that at all.”
Rosita looks over at Graham for a brief moment, scrunched face dissolving into a rueful grin.  “Nah, of course you’re not.  Since Sean and Mariana died, you haven’t been drinking like a fish, you haven’t been sleeping around, you definitely haven’t been barricading yourself in your filthy room for days at a time, and you never refuse to return your worried mother’s phone calls.”
Graham drops her hands to her lap.  “I haven’t… my room’s not filthy.”
Her roommate laughs out loud.  “Girl, please.  I don’t think you’ve made your bed, let alone washed your sheets, in, like, six months.”  She wrinkles her nose.  “Which is nasty, considering what you do in it.  Or who you do, rather.”
Graham doesn’t say anything.  She thinks back, trying to figure out when she last made her bed or washed her sheets.  She’s positive it hasn’t been as long as six months, but now that she reflects on it, she can’t exactly pinpoint when the last time was.
“Brendan came by the apartment yesterday looking for you,” Rosita adds, as if talking about sex in a dirty bed is the logical segue to bring up the other major sore spot in Graham’s life.  “I think you were painting or doing homework, but I told him you weren’t there.”
“Thank you.”  Graham lets out a long breath, rolls her eyes.  “I don’t think I can be in the same room with him right now without finishing what Alex started.  Such an ass.”
Rosita seems to hesitate about something, holds up a finger when she says, “Don’t take this the wrong way… Because — seriously — I’m totally on your side with this whole Brendan thing.  But based on what Bren told Tyler, it kind of sounds like you were the one who initiated your little… fling together.”
“I’d been drinking — well, we both were, actually.  And I wasn’t drunk, exactly, but… if I was completely sober, it never would’ve happened.”
“So you admit that you encouraged him?”
Graham quirks an eyebrow, wondering where Rosita’s going with this.  “Yeah.  I guess I did.  And by the way, I’m starting to take this the wrong way.”
“Mira, Graham,” Rosita says.  “You can’t sit here and complain to me about Alex running away from her shit and Alex having the emotional maturity of a ten year-old when — and like I said, don’t take this the wrong way, but — you’re doing the same fucking things.”
“Me?  I’m not the one who walked away on Wednesday night.  And I could’ve lied to Alex about what Brendan said to me.  Or I could’ve not told her at all.  So no, I’m not doing the same thing.”
“So you didn’t, like, maybe just a little bit, refuse to talk to Brendan about what happened after you slept together?”
“That’s different.  And besides, we talked,” Graham asserts.
“Barely.  According to Brendan.”
Graham heaves out a sigh.  “The only ‘talking’ Brendan wants to hear is me saying I want to be his girlfriend.”
Rosita looks like she has more to say, but she only shrugs.
They turn into the church parking lot.  Graham grinds her teeth when she sees the black Toyota Tacoma parked in its usual spot.
Rosita pulls up to the front, puts a hand on Graham’s shoulder before Graham can open the door.  “All I’m saying is… you know how they say that sometimes when we’re mad at other people, we’re mad at the parts of them that are just like us?  Maybe it’s not really Alex you’re angry at, Graham.  Or maybe it is, but maybe some of it’s about you, too.”
“Since when did you become Dr. Phil?”
Rosita cocks her head to the side, raises both eyebrows, but doesn’t respond.
Graham sighs, runs her fingers through her hair.  She really should’ve done something with it this morning, braided it or put it in a bun or something; now it’s just a sloppy disaster.  Like the rest of her.  
“Okay,” she says at last.  “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but… maybe you’re not one-hundred percent wrong.  I’m a mess, aren’t I?”
“You said it.  Not me.”  Rosita’s smiling, head still cocked to the side.
Graham half-returns the smile, then leans over and gives her roomie — her best friend since freshman year of high school, her dead boyfriend’s step-sister — a kiss on the cheek.
“I’ll see you after group?”
“I’ll be here.  On time.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it.”  Graham opens the door and steps out.
“Graham?” Rosita calls, leaning towards the open door.  “Don’t write her off quite yet.  You, of all people, should know what going through shit can do to a person.”
Graham sighs.  “I’ll try not to strangle her.  But that’s all I’m promising, okay?  I’ll try not to strangle her.”
Rosita grins.  “Sounds like a good start.”
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Graham’s not as late as she thought she would be; they’re still doing introductions when she walks in.  There’s a couple of new people today, she notices; a young guy with a hipster-ish air about him and a sniffling woman who looks about fifty.  The two extra people make the cramped basement classroom even more crowded than usual, and to Graham’s dismay, there are only two open chairs:  one next to Mary, one next to Alex.  
If she goes for the chair next to Mary, she’ll have to squeeze through the narrow passage between Crewcut Bernie and the back table, drawing even more attention to herself than her late arrival has already warranted.  The open chair next to Alex, on the other hand, is merely two steps away.  
“…girlfriend Rebecca got some sort of freak virus a few weeks ago…” hipster guy says shakily as Graham takes the open chair next to Alex.  “One day she was there, the next day she… wasn’t.”  
Alex looks up, acknowledges Graham with a silent nod before turning her attention back to hipster guy.
The nod makes Graham fume.  She wants to grab Alex by the shoulders, shake her, shout at her, How can you just sit there and nod at me like it’s the most normal thing in the world after fucking ignoring me for the past four days?  
“Welcome, Gene,” the group says together.  Hipster guy — Gene — leans forward, forearms on his thighs, clenching and unclenching his hands.  He sniffs loudly.
Gus, who’s sitting next to Gene the hipster guy, places a hand on the other man’s back, rubs it.  “It’s okay, buddy, we’ve all been there.  You can cry all you want in here.” 
Gene nods, blinks tears away, doesn’t straighten back up.
“Okay,” Mary says brightly.  Not for the first time, Graham thinks that her out-of-place cheer makes her sound more like a tour bus guide than a counselor.  “Who wants to start us off today?”
Graham zones in and out of the meeting, surfing the words of her fellow grievers without really listening to them.  Hannah updates the group on how things are going with her new boyfriend, Henry; Crewcut Bernie talks with bright, wet eyes about how he had a heart-to-heart with his five year-old granddaughter about Meemaw’s death; Vera rambles on about something that doesn’t make much sense, but apparently has to do with politics, healthcare, and her sister’s dementia.
Graham listens some, but mainly, she’s thinking about Alex and trying not to.
She’s mad and she’s empathetic.  She’s convinced that Rosita’s right and she’s equally convinced that Alex owes her an apology.  She wants to shout at Alex and she wants to completely ignore her.
Basically, Graham doesn’t know what she wants.
And the only thing that snaps her attention back to the meeting is when Alex puts her empty coffee cup on the floor, sits up straight, and clears her throat.  She addresses the group.  “I’ve got something to… add.”
Graham’s been avoiding looking at Alex, but now surprise makes her almost involuntarily swivel her head to face her.
“Go ahead, Alex,” Mary says.  As usual with Mary, her words are encouraging while her eyes reveal utter shock that the silent girl has finally spoken.  Graham wonders if Mary even knew what Alex’s voice sounds like before this moment.
“I play on a college basketball team,” Alex begins.  “A week ago, we won this game.  It was… It was kind of a big deal.”
“That’s the understatement of the year,” Gus cuts in.  Like a proud father, he beams at her, then tells everyone else, “She led her team to the NCAA tournament championship.  They’re the national champs!  It was one of the biggest upsets in the past decade, and this girl” — he waggles a thick finger at Alex — “deserves most of the credit.  Ladies and gents, we are in the presence of a bonafide superstar.”
There’s a weak round of applause.  Vera makes a small “Oooh!” sound and covers her mouth with her hand.
Alex reddens, graces Gus with a small, embarrassed smile before continuing.  “Thanks, but… This whole basketball season, every game reminded me of… of her.  Of Cassie.  Every time we won, it was like I wanted to call her, tell her about it.  I even pulled out my phone a few times after big games to call… before I remembered there was no one to call.  And we only lost twice, but both times, my very first thought was how she was going to want to analyze every play and tell me what I should’ve done differently.  She always thought she was the expert at everything.”  Alex drops her gaze, lets out a half-laugh.  “It was like I kept forgetting she…”
The whole room waits expectantly — Graham especially — but Alex doesn’t say anything else.  
Nearly a full minute passes before Mary says, “Alex?  Was there something else you were going to share with us?  About the game your team won?”
Alex glances up, seems to realize everyone is waiting for her to finish her sentence.  She nods, and her mouth hangs open uselessly for a few seconds before she’s able to find any words.  “When we won last week, Cassie wasn’t my first thought.  And when I realized that later, I felt guilty at first.  But now I… don’t.”  There’s another long pause.  Alex shrugs.  “I guess that’s all I wanted to say.”
“Thank you for sharing, Alex,” Mary says, and for once, her face and her tone of voice match.  It’s a face that says, Well done; you’re finally making some progress.
 
#
 
Alex waits for Graham outside the church, leaning not against the wall, but against the metal railing of the handicap ramp to afford a better view of the front door.  While she waits, a beat-up old Honda pulls up, idling hard at the bottom of the church steps.
Alex glances at the Honda over her shoulder.  There’s an attractive woman about her own age in the driver’s side, probably Latina, based on her coppery skin tone and sleek black ponytail.
The Latina girl notices Alex watching her, raises a hand in greeting.  Alex returns the gesture automatically, wondering if she knows this girl from somewhere, when she hears the door swing open.
Finally.  Graham.
Alex pushes off the railing, heads for the girl who showed up smeared in paint again, blonde hair loose and half-tangled today.  
But Graham brushes past her without a word, moves straight for the beat up Honda.  She already has her hand on the door handle when Alex calls out to her.
“Graham?  Wait a second, will you?”
Graham freezes but doesn’t turn around.  Alex takes a few steps in her direction.
“I got your texts,” Alex says tentatively.
Graham pulls up on the handle of the passenger door.  It clicks open.  “You mean the ones you never answered?” she says, the cold bite of anger clipping each word.
“I wanted to answer in person.”
Graham spins around, meets Alex’s green eyes with frosty blue ones.  “Why?  So you could walk off and leave me again once you were finished?”
The accusation stings.  “I… No, I wanted to — ”
Graham closes the distance between them with one long stride, stands directly beneath Alex when she says through clenched teeth, “You run in and save me one minute, then leave me sitting on my ass in an empty parking lot the next?  Everyone on TV’s always talking about how strong you are, calling you the leader, the ‘Commander,’ but you know what, Alex?  I see right through you.  And you know what I see?”  She jabs Alex hard in the chest with an index finger — once, twice.  “A coward.  A scared little girl.”
She turns her back before Alex has a chance to respond, reaches for the car door again.  This isn’t what Alex expected, isn’t the reunion she’d imagined in her head on her drive home from northern Virginia.  Alex has never had much of a way with words, and when words do come for her, they always seem too late, too awkward.  
So she says the first thing that comes to mind.  “I shouldn’t have walked away from you the other night, Graham.  I’m so sorry.”
Graham’s standing in front of a half-open car door.  The Latina girl in the driver’s seat keeps her head pointed away from Graham and Alex, presumably trying to give the two some privacy in the very public space of the church parking lot.  
Alex expects Graham to open the door the rest of the way and get in, but she doesn’t.  Instead, she combs her fingers through her blonde hair, sighs.
“I was going to offer to give you a ride home,” Alex says when Graham doesn’t say anything, doesn’t turn around.  “And I, uh, I brought some cleaning supplies with me.”
Graham’s hand stays on the door handle.  “Cleaning supplies?”
“Yeah.  I was going to clean your apartment.”
Alex’s heart sinks when Graham opens the door further, but instead of climbing into the old Honda, she leans inside, says something softly to the Latina driver.  The girl, who Alex guesses is probably Graham’s notoriously late roommate, nods.  
Once Graham closes the door with a definitive clunk, the old Honda drives away.  Not until it’s at the edge of the church parking lot does Graham turn back to Alex.  Her  face is pinched; she hugs her sides.
“So you’re cleaning my apartment.  What did you do, Alex?  Do I even want to know?”
“On Wednesday, after I left, I — ”
Graham squeezes her eyes shut and holds up a hand.  “Wait.  Just — stop right there.  If you ended up hooking up with somebody, I really don’t want to know about it.  In fact, if that’s what you came back to tell me, just forget it.  I’ll clean my own damned apartment.”  
Alex knows that if she smiles, Graham’s going to think she’s laughing at her, but she can’t help it.  The crooked smile grows of its own accord.
“What I was going to say is that after I left, I realized I broke my first commitment.  Turns out it’s always the hardest one to keep.  I asked you about the argument with with Brendan… you started to explain what you were feeling… and instead of listening, I got up and walked away.”
Graham gives an exasperated little head shake.  “Technically, that wasn’t changing the subject,” she mumbles.  She toes a crack in the asphalt with the tip of a Converse sneaker.  “You didn’t change the subject.  You stopped talking altogether.  And then you left.”
“I bailed on you instead of having an honest conversation.  In my book, that counts as changing the subject.”  
Graham doesn’t say anything; her face is unreadable.  
Alex waves a hand towards the black Tacoma, which still stands sentry in the now mostly empty lot.  “C’mon.  I’m sure you’re ready to go home.  Right?”
Alex starts walking.  She hopes that Graham will follow her, but if she doesn’t… well, then that’s its own answer, isn’t it?
But by the time Alex climbs in behind the wheel, Graham’s standing outside the passenger door, waiting.  Alex leans over and pops the door open for Graham, moving plastic grocery bags of Lysol and scrub brushes and new sponges and bleach concoctions behind her into the extended cab to make room for her passenger.
She waits until Graham’s settled in, seat belt on, before she starts the truck and pulls out.  She’s having to fight to keep the smile off her face again.
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They don’t speak at all on the ride to Graham’s apartment.  The only sounds are the low rumbling of the Tacoma and occasional clicking of the turn signal.
When they arrive, Graham gets out and patters up the steps to the second-floor apartment, unlocking the door and holding it open for Alex while she carries her grocery bags of cleaning supplies up the stairs.  
Alex crosses the threshold, looks around for a moment before setting the bags down next to the rack of Rosita and Graham’s shoes.  
“Should I take my shoes off?” she asks.  It’s the first time she’s seen the inside of Graham’s home.
“You could’ve answered one text,” Graham says, closing the door.  “Just one.”
Alex lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.  “I was thinking.”  She toes off one black leather boot, then the other.  Places them neatly on the top shelf of the shoe rack.
“Yeah?” Graham shoots back.  “You could’ve told me.  ‘I need some time to think, Graham.  I’ll get back to you when I’m ready.’  Would’ve taken two minutes to type.  Not even that.”
Alex rustles through the plastic bags, pulls out a scrub brush and a spray bottle.  She glances around the small living room, eyes landing on the kitchen when she asks,  “Where do you want me to start?”
“You’re doing it again.”
“What?”
“You’re avoiding the question.  Changing the subject.  Do you plan on cleaning my apartment every day this week or something?”
Alex’s green eyes land on Graham.  She doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t miss a beat before she says, “Maybe.  If it means I get to see you every day.”
It’s not the answer Graham expected, and she draws back a little in surprise.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that until you’re ready to forgive me, I’ll have to come up with creative ways to spend time with you.”  
She wears the slightest hint of a smile.  It’s the sort of understated charm, understated teasing that Graham’s sure has convinced many a girl to follow Alex out the backdoor of Grounders.
But Graham’s not letting Alex off the hook that easily.  She’s not just another girl to be charmed.
Graham lets out an irritated sigh, and though she can’t say exactly why she hangs onto the irritation, she hangs on doggedly anyway.  She points across the living room.  “Start in the kitchen.  Rosita and her boyfriend cooked last night and left some pots and pans in the sink to soak.  I doubt she’s cleaned them up yet.”
Alex dips her chin, disappears into the kitchen with her scrub brush and spray bottle in hand.  
Graham has an urge to follow her, to watch Alex dirty her hands in the sink.   But instead, she kicks off her sneakers and heads to her room, hanging her messenger bag on the door knob to her closet before glancing around the messy space.  Tubes of paint are spread out on one end of her desk; biology and chemistry textbooks occupy the other end.  A few finished paintings lean against the wall between the easel and the bed; the easel itself holds the backwards-facing abstract portrait of Alex she started a week or two ago.  She takes it off the easel, puts it on the floor against the other two.
The bed is unmade, as usual — and Rosita has a point about washing the sheets.  Graham’s still positive it hasn’t been a whole six months, but it’s been long enough.  She strips everything off, dumps it into her laundry hamper in the corner with the rest of the week’s dirty clothes.  She usually does her laundry on Sundays after group, anyway, so she gathers everything up with her detergent and carries it to the front door.
She’s about to yell to Alex that she’ll be back in a second, but when she opens her mouth, the words catch in her throat.
Alex’s leaning over the sink, sleeves of her navy thermal undershirt pushed up to her elbows, long brown hair gathered over one shoulder to keep it out of her face as she washes, revealing the shaved bottom half of her head.  The lines of the jagged, lightning-shaped black tattoo stream down her profile, running from halfway up her temple, cheek, and jawline in finger-like lines, widening where the three lines merge under her chin, until they taper to a thin point where her neck meets her shoulder.
She’s focused on her work, oblivious to Graham’s gaze, and Graham’s surprised to see that she seems… peaceful, somehow.  Graham can’t put her finger on it, but something in Alex has shifted.  The dark cloud that always hovers above her head is gone — or if not gone, at least it’s smaller. 
Graham forgets about the laundry, the dirty sheets, the bare mattress in her room, the half-finished abstract painting.  Her feet carry her to the kitchen’s edge, and she leans against the doorframe, hooks her thumbs through the empty belt loops of her jeans.
The movement catches Alex’s eye; she glances up.  She shuts the water off, wipes her hands on the back of her cargo pants, faces Graham.
“I bet it’s baked on there pretty good,” Graham says, tilting her head towards the pan sitting in the sink.
Alex nods.  Smiles.
“You’re… different today,” Graham says.  “You spoke up in group.  It wasn’t exactly ‘verbal vomit,’ but it was more… untied than usual.”  
Graham’s still making an attempt to cling to her irritation, but with Alex directly in front of her like this — smiling, in a good mood, hair pushed over one shoulder to reveal the black tattoo, the shaved head, and the long, elegant neck, all while wearing a thin thermal that sucks against what Graham’s willing to bet are well-sculpted abs — clinging to irritation is getting increasingly difficult.
“Like I said.  I’ve been thinking.”
“About what?”
She shrugs.  “Lots of things.  The way I’ve taken advantage of my teammates all year.  The way I’ve shut everyone out.  The way I’ve been keeping a distance between us ever since I met you, even though I knew from the first moment I saw you that you were different.  Special.”
There she goes again.  Being so damned charming.  
Before she can stop herself, Graham says, “So basically you’ve been thinking about how you’ve been acting like an asshole.”
Alex does something Graham didn’t even know she was capable of — she laughs.  It’s short-lived, but it’s musical and genuine.  And Graham immediately knows she wants to hear it over and over again.
“Yeah.  More or less.”  Alex glances at the remaining dishes in the sink.  “Do you want to… When I left on Wednesday night, you were trying to have an honest conversation about how you felt.”  She searches Graham’s face for a moment.  “Do you feel like you want to talk about it now?  If you do, I promise I won’t walk away again.”
Graham shrugs.  “I already said most of what I needed to on Wednesday.  Enough for you to get the gist.”
She means for the statement to conclude the conversation, means to excuse herself back to the business of taking her laundry down to the facilities on the first floor, but Alex is staring at her, waiting for her to say more.
Graham sighs.  “What I was trying to tell you on Wednesday was…” — but she’s not really sure if she’s up for this right now, not after being twisted up in knots about it all week.  Not after being depressed, then angry, then halfway convinced by Rosita that her anger was unwarranted.  It’s been such a rollercoaster ride of emotions for the past four days that she doesn’t particularly want to reopen the wound.
But Alex is making an honest effort.  Unusual for her.  Graham feels like she should at least meet her halfway.  
So she takes a breath, and says, “I don’t know when it happened, all I know is that it wasn’t there at first, and that I didn’t mean for it to happen, but somewhere along the way, I started to feel something for you that was, um… That was more than being an accountability partner.”  She pauses, giving Alex space to speak if she wants to, but the girl with the green eyes stands motionless, listening.  “At first I felt guilty, like I was betraying your trust, but on Wednesday, the way you reacted to Brendan — the way Brendan reacted to you — I realized I wasn’t the only one who felt something more.”
Motionless.  Implacable.  Silent.  
Graham waits for a response.  But she’s been waiting half the damn week.  And she’s tired of the Norse warrior-goddess’ silence.
“Say something, Alex.  Tell me I’m wrong.”  The words come out half-accusation, half-question.
Instead of saying anything, Alex takes a step forward.  She reaches up, pushes messy blonde hair back from Graham’s face.  Graham forgets how to breathe as Alex’s fingers linger on Graham’s cheek for a moment before her hand falls away.  The absence of her warm touch immediately stings.
“I skipped my classes and drove to northern Virginia on Friday,” she says.  “I was there until yesterday afternoon.  Then I drove home.”
Graham blinks in confusion.  “You drove to… What are you talking about?  Don’t tell me you’re changing the subject again already.”
Alex smiles softly, shakes her head.  “I’m not changing the subject.  I’m answering your question.”  She opens her mouth to say something else, but nothing comes out.  Her eyes drop to the linoleum floor before she speaks again.  “Cassie was from Arlington, not too far from DC.  She’s buried there.”  Alex steps back to the sink, leans against it, bracing her hands behind her.  “I used to drive up to Virginia all the time to see her, right after she died.  To talk to her.  I know it’s stupid, but… I felt like maybe she’d be able to hear me from there.  You know?”
Graham nods.  She does know.  Sean’s father scattered his ashes in the woods and the lake by the cottage, and for a few weeks, she went there as often as she could.  She saw Sean everywhere on those visits, convincing herself of things like the bird hopping on the dock next to her was him, or that he was speaking to her through the wind or the sunlight dancing across the water.  Then the court officially took away her license and her right to travel more than fifteen miles from her mother’s house.  Not being able to visit the cottage had been like taking a bullet in the gut.
Alex bows her head and lets out a long breath.  “This time, when I went to see her, it was to say goodbye.  I told her that I knew she’d want me to be happy, and that I knew she’d want me to move on.  I knew because that’s what I’d want for her, if I’d been the one who’d…”  Alex swallows.  When she looks up at Graham again, there’s the ghost of a smile on her face.  “And then I told her I’d met someone.  Someone who understands me and challenges me and makes me laugh.  Someone who could help me… someone I could help.  If she forgives me, that is.”  She pauses.  “Do you think she will?  Or do you think I have to clean her apartment a few more times?”
Graham pushes off the doorframe, closes the distance between them.  She does what she’s wanted to do since she first spied Alex washing the dishes from her spot near the front door, blue thermal snug against her sleek, long torso.  Graham puts her hands on either side of Alex’s ribs, runs them down the edges of the thermal, feels the smooth planes of Alex’s abs beneath.  She stops when she gets to the leather belt cinched above Alex’s hips, tucks the tips of her fingers between the leather and the waistband of the cargo pants.
She looks up, but her gaze lands on Alex’s lips instead of her eyes.  “She’s thinking about it,” Graham whispers.  “Hasn’t made up her mind yet.”
“Would this help?” Alex asks.  She slowly leans in and down, green eyes carefully watching Graham the whole time.  But Graham closes her eyes when Alex’s full lips brush against her own, so she feels rather than sees the calloused pads of Alex’s fingertips gingerly trace the line of her jaw, cup her chin.  And when Graham’s own lips part to grant permission to Alex’s tongue, the ensuing kiss is so tender, so sensual that Graham feels it all over her body.  The hair on the back of her neck and on her forearms rises; her heart beats out an anxious, staccato rhythm; her stomach somersaults and then drops into her gut.
Graham’s fingers are still tucked into Alex’s belt; instinctively, she tugs the girl forward until they are chest-to-chest.  The hand that had been cupping Graham’s chin now slides backward, tangling itself in the thick blonde hair of the nape of Graham’s neck.  Alex’s other hand winds around Graham’s waist, pressing into the small of her back.  The kiss gets deeper, hungrier, and without thinking about it, Graham pushes up the bottom of Alex’s thermal, flattens her hands against the taut muscles of Alex’s stomach, which immediately breaks out into gooseflesh.
Alex breaks away from the kiss, breathing hard, gently pulls Graham’s hands out from under her shirt.  
“Graham… We should probably take this one step at a time.”  Her green eyes are smoky but the rest of her expression is somber.  “Don’t you think?”
Graham can’t meet her eyes, embarrassed by the urgency of her desire.  She nods.  “I know.  You’re probably right.”
Alex releases Graham’s hands, wraps both arms around Graham to pull her into a tight embrace.  Graham lays the side of her face against Alex’s chest, listening to her rapidly beating heart.  Alex rests her chin atop Graham’s head.
“I’ve done this the wrong way so many times over the last eight months,” Alex says.  “I’m ready to do it the right way again.  Do you understand what I mean?”
Graham nods against Alex’s chest.  “Of course I do.”  She squeezes Alex once before standing back.  “I’ve got to go put my laundry in downstairs.  You’ll be here when I get back?”
Alex smiles, strokes Graham’s cheek before placing a soft kiss on her forehead.  “I’m not going anywhere until these dishes are done and this apartment is clean.  I promise.”



Part Two:  The Past Inside Our Future
 
“If the mad Past, on which my foot is based,
Were firm, or might be blotted:  but the whole
Of life is mixed:  the mocking Past must stay:
And if I drink oblivion of a day,
So shorten I the stature of my soul.” 
- George Meredith, “Modern Love”
 
“Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future,
And time future contained in time past.
If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.”
- T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton” 
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Two months later
 
“Good night, Lex,” Graham says when the kiss ends, and she as watches the Norse warrior-goddess — her Norse warrior-goddess — trots lightly down the concrete stairs from the second-floor apartment and over to her truck.  The truck beep-beeps on its way out of the parking lot, and Alex sticks her arm out the open window in a final good-bye.  
Graham leans forward against the metal railing, waits until the truck’s taillights are completely out of sight before she opens the door to her apartment and steps inside.
Rosita is there, sitting on the couch with her legs folded up in front of her, remote control tapping against her chin pensively.
“Hey,” she says without looking over at Graham.
“Hey,” Graham answers with a sigh, hanging her keys on the hook beside the door and kicking off her clogs.  They’re the closest thing Graham has to heels, and they hurt her feet like hell.  She’s glad to be out of them; even if they weren’t so damned uncomfortable, it feels too hot to wear anything tonight.
She walks barefoot into the living room and flops onto sofa adjacent to Rosita, propping her feet up on the coffee table.
“How was your date?” Rosita asks.
“Fine.”
Graham follows Rosita’s gaze to the TV screen, where one of those talent shows Rosita likes to watch plays softly.  A group of teens dances and sings, smiling broadly, teeth practically glowing under the harsh white lights of the stage.
Rosita glances over.  “Only fine?”
“Yeah.  Only fine.”
Rosita quirks an eyebrow, but Graham doesn’t feel like saying anything else, so Rosita turns back to her show, turning the volume up a few notches.
A minute passes.  Graham’s hands ball into fists.  She bounces them against the couch cushions.  Finally, she bursts out with, “It’s been two months, Ro.  Two months.  And I can barely get to second base.  I know Alex wants to take things slow, but I think I got more action in high school — hell, I got more action in middle school — than this.”
Rosita chuckles, puts the remote on the end table behind her.  “You sound like such a dude.”
“I know!” Graham exclaims.  She pulls out the chopsticks holding together her bun, shakes her hair loose.  “Alex had more women than she knew what to do with before she met me.  But now that she’s in a ‘real’ relationship” — Graham makes bitter air quotes around the “real” — “it’s like she can’t remember how to do anything except kiss.  Anything more than that, I have to initiate.”  She runs her fingers through her hair, then grumbles, “Not that there’s ever much ‘more’ to the more.”
Rosita gives Graham a long, assessing look.  “Is it about Cassie?  I know she told you she’s ready to move on, but…”  Rosita shrugs instead of finishing the statement.
Graham lets out a frustrated grunt.  “But maybe she’s not.  I know.  I get it.  I’m trying to be patient.  Trying not to say anything to her that will make me into the asshole.  But two months?  Seriously?”
Rosita grins.  “My parents dated for two years before they got married.  And the first time for both of them was their wedding night.  People used to wait, you know.  Mira, waiting was normal.”
Graham holds up her hand.  “Okay, two points, there, Ro — first of all, that’s just what your mom told you.  For all you know, she only said that because she was trying to keep you from getting pregnant in high school.  Or your dad might’ve lied to her.  Which — second point?  Your parents got divorced when you were ten because your dad was running around with, like, three other women.  Waiting until marriage obviously didn’t work so well for them.”
Rosita purses her lips.  “Didn’t you just say something about not wanting to sound like an asshole?  Because you’re not doing such a great job of it right now.”
“So you’re telling me you’re waiting ’til Tip pops the question before sleeping with him?  That when he spends the night here, you guys are just doing each others’ nails and then falling asleep?”
Rosita fixes a dark look on Graham, rolls her eyes.
Graham grins triumphantly.  “Uh-huh.  That’s what I thought.”  She turns her attention to the TV screen, watches the audience applaud for the dancing, brilliantly smiling teens as they take their bows, but Rosita’s got the volume so low that it’s all just background whispers.  
Graham looks down at her lap, picks absentmindedly at a loose thread on her dress.  “It’s not just the no-fly zone rules.  There’s something else going on.  She’s keeping something from me.  Getting off the phone with people as soon as I walk into the room.  Then lying about who it was.”
“How do you know she’s lying about who it was?”
“Because she’s got to be one of the worst liars I’ve ever met.”
“You don’t think… is she messing around on you?  Already?”
Graham sighs.  She’s considered it, but cheating doesn’t seem like Alex’s style.  “No… But, Gawd, Ro, she’s the most infuriating person I’ve ever met.  She’s a freaking fortress.  I keep thinking she’s let me inside, and then I realize I’m standing next to another moat.”
“Have you tried asking her?  About what’s she hiding?”
“Of course I have!”
“And?”
“And it’s always, ‘Oh, nothing important, just family stuff.’”
“So do you believe her?”
“No… Maybe… I don’t know,” Graham admits.  “How can I know what to believe?  She won’t tell me anything about her family — I mean, I know that she was raised by her grandparents for some reason and neither of her biological parents are in the picture, but other than that…  I’m honestly starting to think she’s actually some kind of Bronze Age warrior woman that Rosemont scientists thawed out just to play basketball.”
“You’ve been watching too much National Geographic Channel again.  Or Syfy channel,” Rosita says with a smirk.    
“It’s better than ‘Singing With the Stars’ or whatever the hell this is.”  Graham covers her face with her hands, shakes her head.  “Seriously, I like her so much, Rosita, but all this stuff with keeping secrets and pushing me away and keeping me at arm’s length — literally keeping me at arm’s length… honestly, I don’t know how much longer I can take it.”  She looks at her friend.  “Maybe I was wrong about this.  Maybe she’s just not ready and it’s not going to work out, and I should just end things now before we both wind up getting hurt.”
Rosita studies her friend for a moment before answering.  “Do you love her?”
Graham’s cheeks redden a bit and she can’t meet Rosita’s eyes anymore.  She looks back down, returns to picking at the loose thread.  “Sometimes I feel like I love her so much that it’s like… I can’t even remember how to breathe if she’s not in the room.  Other times… being in love with Alexis Woods is like being in love with a rock wall.”
“If you care about her, then you have to find a way to make her open up.  You have to at least try.  Push her on it…  Force her, even.”
“Force her?” Graham says, skepticism morphing into suspicion as she narrows her eyes.  “And how do you propose I do that?”
Rosita seems to consider her words for a second, then turns to face Graham.  “If she won’t tell you what’s going on, you’re going to have to do some detective work, figure it out for yourself and confront her on it.”  
“Like… how, exactly?”
“You’re going to have to steal her phone when she’s asleep or something.”
“Fat chance we’d ever be sleeping in the same bed at the same time.  Only time that happened was when Iris was out of town and I accidentally fell asleep in Alex’s bed after we watched a movie,” Graham says morosely.  “Anyway, stealing her phone?  Nuh-uh.  No way I’m invading her privacy like that.  And weren’t you the one who was all, ‘Mira, Graham, you have to wait patiently’ just a minute ago?”
The smirk returns to Rosita’s face, expanding this time.  Graham knows that devious smile.  It’s the same smile that used to appear in high school every time Rosita suggested they do something that would definitely get them in trouble if they got caught.
“I might come from a long line of women who practiced abstinence until marriage,” Rosita says, “but I also come from a long line of women who happen to be very, very good at discovering what their husbands are hiding from them.  And being ruthless when they do.”
Graham scoffs.  “I don’t want to spy on Alex, Ro.  And I don’t want to be ‘ruthless’ with her, either.”
“You’d rather break up with someone you’re in love with than give her a little necessary push?  Do you want to know what she’s hiding from you or not, Graham?”
“I want to know what she's hiding, but that doesn't mean I want to spy on her.  It feels wrong.”
“Breaking up with her feels better?”
“That’s not what I said.”
“In essence it is,” Rosita argues.  Her eyes light up.  “Hey, I have an idea.  And technically, you won’t be spying on her.”
Graham’s eyes narrow further.  She really, really doesn’t like the direction this conversation is going in, but she also can’t deny that she’s starting to feel desperate.  Two months ago, when Alex first kissed her in the kitchen of this very apartment, Graham had felt something stir inside her hear she hadn’t had in a very long time — hope.  But today, less than an hour after her latest date with her new girlfriend, she’s feeling frustrated, confused, and hurt.  The little flame of hope is inches away from being snuffed out.  And she knows that if something doesn’t change soon, she and Alex are going to fall apart.  Maybe irreparably.
“I’m not saying I’m going to go along with this,” Graham says slowly, “but what’s your idea?”
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Alex bounces the ball to Anika, who flies it back to Alex with a flip and a backspin.  The extra spin on the ball sends it veering off in the wrong direction when it strikes an uneven piece of pavement, but Alex’s lightning-quick reflexes snatch it before it can sail away.
Both girls pant, catching their breath; Anika lifts the hem of her tank top to wipe the sweat from her brow, then leans over with her hands on her knees.  It’s early May, and even though finals are just around the corner, Alex, Anika, and the rest of the Rosemont Lady Raiders are already enjoying the luxury of the off-season.  Sure, they’re still expected (though not technically “require”) to hit the weight room a few times per week, and sure, they still have team study halls every Thursday, but compared to two to four hours of hard practice per day?  
The girls are practically on vacation.
Other players might’ve taken advantage of the time off from basketball as actual time off from basketball.  But Alex and Anika aren’t those players.  They’re the kind who grew up playing pick-up games in neighborhood courts, staying out late every night for as long as they could still see the ball under the humming streetlights.  They’re the kind of players who learned to skirt bounce-passes around buckles in the asphalt and broken glass, the kind whose first shots fell through hoops with chain-link nets or no nets at all, the kind who wouldn’t dare stop a game just because of something as inconvenient as a rainstorm or a few patches of ice.
Which explains why they’re occupying half of a court downtown under the yellow  glow of the late afternoon sun, oblivious to the shirtless young guys hollering and grunting and ramming each other on the other end of the rough Parks & Rec court.  This isn’t the kind of space where you’d normally see women, not unless they’re spectators or somebody’s girlfriend.  But the guys on the court know who Anika and Alex are; these guys are locals, and even if they’re not the type to keep up with women’s basketball, in a town this small, everyone knows that these Queens of the Court have earned their corner of the asphalt, and so the guys on the other side simply give a respectful nod and let them have their space.
Alex dribbles the ball slowly in her left hand, transfers it lazily behind her back to the right.  “What are we playing to again?  Eleven?”
“You wish,” Anika snorts.  “Twenty-one.”
Alex grins.  “And the score is…?”
One of Anika’s long arms snakes out to smack the ball away from Alex, but despite the big girl’s ever-surprising speed, Alex and the ball dance backwards, out of range at the last moment.
“You know what the fucking score is,” Anika grumbles.  “Nine-seven.  You.  Which is why you want to wrap this up at eleven, ’cause you know I’ll beat your ass if we go to — ”
But Alex doesn’t give Anika time to finish her trash-talking.  She charges straight for Anika, spinning left at the last second, laying the ball up to the hoop with her typical easy grace, but one of Anika’s long arms appears out of nowhere again, blocking the shot.
“Denied!” Anika shouts triumphantly.  But her victory yell doesn’t distract Alex; she’s rebounded the ball already, slices around Anika to the key, spins, and knocks in a jump-shot off the backboard.
She grins when a grumbling Anika checks the ball back to her.  “Sure you don’t want to just play ’til eleven?” Alex asks.  “We still have to get home, shower, and get ready.”  She glances at her watch.  “And it’s already close to six.”
“Twenty-one,” Anika repeats.  Her mouth is set in that stubborn line that Alex knows all too well, the line that says she’s not going to budge and that Alex is going to have to fight for every possession, every basket from here on out.  She’s dribbling a little inside the half-court line, mulling over her strategy, when she hears her phone ringing from their pile of towels and clothes beneath the basket.
She tosses the ball to Anika.  “Lemme get that,” she says, jogging over to the phone.
Alex hopes it’s just Graham — and these days she lives for the moments when her caller ID lights up with the name “Graham Griffin” — but it’s not.  There’s no name on the caller ID, but she recognizes the number.  She’s simply never bothered to program it into her phone, because, until recently, the person on the other end never called.
“Hey,” Alex says.
“Hi, hon,” says a middle-aged woman on the other end.  She draws out the “i” in “hi,” the “o” in “hon” just a little too long, and Alex is already grinding her teeth.  
Has she been drinking?  Alex wonders, then answers her own question with, Of course she has been.  When is she not drinking? 
“You doin’ okay?” the woman asks, and now the slur in her words is more obvious.  “How ya holdin’ up?”
“Do you have an update?” Alex asks.  
There’s a small, offended noise on the other end.  “Why do you always have to be like that?” the older woman whines.  “Can’t I ask how you’re doing without you snapping at me like that?”
“Do you have an update or not?”  The hand not holding her phone curls into a fist.
The woman sighs.  “Yes.  I do.  They put him back in ICU yesterday, and — ”
“Yesterday?!” Alex yells into the receiver.  “I told you to call me if anything changed!  Why am I only hearing about this now?”
There’s a moment’s hesitation, and the woman says simply, “I was busy.”
“Put Ricky on,” Alex commands.
“He’s not here.”
“Where is he?”
“I don’t know… out somewhere.  You know how he is.”
Alex lets out a frustrated grunt.  “Have him call me as soon as he gets back.”
“I will.”
“And don’t forget.”
“I said I will.”
Alex hangs up before the woman can say anything else, squeezes the phone for a moment like maybe she plans to crush it in frustration and pain, then drops it back on the pile of towels.
When she turns around, Anika’s standing there, basketball balanced against a hip, arm draped over it casually.
“Who was that?” she asks Alex.
“My mother,” Alex growls.
Anika’s eyes widen and her jaw drops in pure shock.  “Your mother?  I didn’t know you… since when have you been talking to her?”
“Since my grandpa went into the hospital.”
“You didn’t tell me he was in the hospital!  What’s wrong?  Is he okay?”
Alex shrugs, about to play it off as fine, then sighs and admits, “Not really.  Walking pneumonia, whatever that means.  He was getting better, but my — she told me he’s back in intensive care.  Honestly… I think it might be his time.”  She picks up a towel, mops the sweat off her face and the back of her neck.  Alex sighs, wishing this didn’t have to happen the week before finals.  “I’m going to have to go home this weekend, take care of things.”
“I’ll go with you,” Anika says automatically.
Alex shakes her head.  “You need to study for finals.”
“Then take Graham with you.  They have two weeks before finals.”
“Absolutely not,” Alex says without a moment’s hesitation.  “I’m not ready for her to see how fucked-up my family is.”
“Get over yourself.  Everyone’s family’s fucked-up.”  
Alex shoots Anika a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me dirty look, but Anika presses on, either oblivious to the warning or not caring about it. 
“Hell, you wanna to talk fucked-up?  Graham’s roommate is the step-sister of the boyfriend she killed, Graham’s dad’s dead, and Graham’s mother’s — ”
“Graham didn’t kill Sean,” Alex says firmly.  She pulls a dry t-shirt on over her tank-top, since the air is getting chilly now that the sun’s going down.  “C’mon.  I know you said twenty-one, but we should go.  We’ll call it ‘postponed’ instead of your sorry ass losing again.”
But Anika doesn’t budge.  “Tell me I’m the only one in the dark about your gramps, Lex.  Tell me Graham at least knows about him.”
“She knows I was raised by my grandparents, yes,” Alex says impatiently.  “And she knows that my grandmother died in high school.  Did I tell you Graham’s dad died the same year as my gran?”
“That’s not the question I was asking, and you know it.”
Alex hesitates.  Looks away.  “No.  I didn’t tell her that Grandpa’s in the hospital.”
“And what about your mother?  Does Graham know anything about her?”
Alex picks up her gym bag, slings it over a shoulder, heads for the court’s exit without answering.
“I’m telling Graham that you shut me down and stopped talking again,” Anika calls at her back.  “You’re going to end up scrubbing her bathroom for the second week in a row.”
Alex stops.  Turns.  “No.  I didn’t tell Graham about my grandpa being sick, I didn’t tell her about my mother showing back up a few weeks ago after not calling me once in three years, and I didn’t tell her that my brother and sister have also suddenly, magically appeared out of the woodwork.  And I don’t plan to tell her, either.  She has enough going on without having to deal with my drama, too, and if she finds out about this she’ll make a big fuss about it.  Satisfied?  Or do is there anything else that’s none of your fucking business that we need to discuss?”
Anika starts to say something, then pinches her mouth shut, shakes her head.  She marches past Alex, headed for her car.  “See you at Grounders,” she mutters over her shoulder.
Alex sighs, rubbing her forehead and then gazing up at the setting sun.  She’d been harsh.  Again.  She knows it.  But it’s been a hell of a week, bad enough that she almost wishes that her monthly counseling sessions with Tom were still twice weekly.  She’d probably even open up to Tom about her mother, if he were to ask, and he would help her figure out how to broach the topic with Graham.  So far, she’d managed to mostly avoid talking to Tom about her childhood, since the counseling sessions mainly stayed focused on the here-and-now of coping with Cassie’s death.  
But she’s still three weeks away from her next appointment with Tom, and she’s pretty sure Grandpa isn’t going to last that long.
Yeah.  She’ll have to go home.  She’ll leave tomorrow morning.  She’ll have to beat the goddamned vultures to the corpse, or else everything of her grandparents — the house, the money, the furniture, the heirlooms — will disappear faster than she could say “Mom’s on a bender again.”
That, and she wanted to tell Grandpa good-bye while she still had the chance.



31
 
When Graham follows Rosita into Grounders, her eyes automatically move to the round table in the corner that every regular knows belongs to Alex Woods and her inner circle of teammates, friends, and their significant others.  Alex is wearing her standard Grounders uniform — grey L. A. Raiders jersey, black cargo pants, wavy brown hair pulled up into something halfway between a ponytail and a bun, revealing the shaved bottom half of her head.
Which is freshly shaved, Graham notes.  The mere sight of it makes something in her stomach quiver with delight, and damn, held up at second base or not, she’s proud that this tough-kind / hard-soft / strong-sensitive woman has chosen her, Graham Griffin.  Everyone knows that Alex Woods could have practically any woman in this room, including the straight ones, but for some reason, she’s chosen Graham.  Graham, the notorious drunk driver who by all rights should be in prison instead of finishing her junior year of college.  For a few seconds, Graham forgets all her angst over this new relationship and strides across the room to where her girlfriend sits, placing both hands on Alex’s shoulders and a light kiss on the edge of that freshly shaven head, right at the spot where the jagged black tattoo meets her hairline.
“Hey, good-lookin,’” Graham says softly into Alex’s ear.
Alex turns, gracing Graham with a crooked, charming smile.  “Hey, yourself,” she says, then pulls out the chair next to her for Graham to sit in.  
Graham takes the chair, even though what she really wants to do is plop down onto Alex’s lap and drape an arm around her shoulders possessively, but she knows such a move would make the crooked, charming smile quickly morph into a crooked, disapproving frown.
At least Alex takes Graham’s hand and squeezes it affectionately under the table before dropping it.  That’s something, Graham supposes.
Graham’s a physical person, the kind who’s accustomed to greeting her friends with smooches and hugs, and that’s just her friends.  Alex, on the other hand, is decidedly not the touchy-feely type.  Not the PDA type.  Graham gets that.  And she’s adapting — or trying to, at least.
Rosita drops into the seat on Alex’s other side, nodding a greeting to Malcolm and Hollie, Ophelia and Lawrence, Anika and Iris.
“Where’s Kamal?” she asks Iris.
“Studying,” she answers simply.
Anika turns to Rosita.  “What about you?  Where’s — shit, what’s his name again?  Gangly, curly brown hair, looks like he keeps misplacing his razor?”
Rosita chuckles good-naturedly, despite the fact that Anika just intentionally insulted her boyfriend.  “Tyler,” Rosita answers.  “But mostly we call him Tip.  Short for Tippet.”
Anika snaps her fingers.  “Right.  Tip.  Where’s he?”
“Eh, probably got involved with something in the engineering lab,” Rosita says with a shrug.  “I’m sure he’ll turn up eventually.”
Lawrence smacks the table lightly with both hands.  “What do you ladies want to drink?  I’m buying.”
Rosita thanks him and asks for a beer, but it’s not Graham’s night to drink, so she asks for a soda.  Alex smiles at Graham when she hears the drink order; being girlfriends hasn’t changed the fact that they’re still accountability partners.  Graham smiles back, then watches Lawrence thoughtfully as he picks his way around tables towards the bar.  
Rosita, Tip, Graham, sometimes even Malcolm, Hollie, and Brendan.  Nearly all of Graham’s friend group has started making ladies’ night Wednesdays at Grounders a regular thing.  It might’ve started as just a way to support her in her new relationship with Alex, but now Graham’s getting the feeling that the two groups of friends actually seem to like hanging out with each other, at least on Wednesdays.  It helps that all Graham’s friends already knew Ophelia and Lawrence thanks to Brendan, and they’ve also taken an instant liking to Anika.  Well, Rosita’s bantering with Alex’s best friend sometimes takes on a bit of an edge, but Graham suspects they secretly respect each other.
The whole thing feels like a natural fit.  Everything about Alex seems like a natural fit.
Okay, almost everything.
As if on cue, Graham’s phone chimes inside her jacket pocket.  She pulls it out.
 
Let’s get started says the message from Rosita.
 
Graham heaves a sigh, doesn’t type anything back.
On the other side of Alex, Rosita’s absorbed in the phone in her lap, thumbs moving across the screen rapidly.
Graham’s phone chimes again.
 
Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet 
NOW??
 
This time Graham writes back.  
 
I never had warm feet to begin with.
 
And let me just state again for the record 
that I think this is a baaaad idea.
 
I don’t remember you offering any 
better ideas, Rosita writes back.  
 
Besides, I’m doing all the dirty work, 
remember?  
 
All you need to do is get her to put 
her phone on the table.
 
Graham lets out another long breath and thanks Lawrence as he places a Diet Coke in the spot before her.
Alex takes in the troubled look on Graham’s face and nods at the phone in her lap.  “What’s up?” she asks.
“Just my mom,” Graham lies smoothly.  “Wants me to go shopping with her this weekend.  Girls’ day out or some stupid shit like that.  I told her I already had plans with you.”
“Maybe you should go with her.  It turns out I’m going to be gone this weekend anyway, so…”  Alex lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.  
“Gone this weekend?  Since when?  What happened to me coming over to your place this weekend to help you study for your biology exam?”
“Can’t do it anymore,” Alex states flatly.  She doesn’t look like she’s going to offer any further explanation, which pisses Graham off, because this is exactly the Wall of Mysterious Silence she was explaining to Rosita a couple days ago.
She frowns at Alex.  And then her phone chimes:  Rosita.
 
You’re getting distracted.
 
Graham opens up a new message, this one for Alex.  The original plan was that it was going to be something silly and flirty, but plans are made to be changed.
 
Why aren’t we studying anymore 
this weekend??? 
 
she writes, practically attacking the word “Send” with her thumb.
Almost instantaneously, Alex’s phone vibrates in the pocket of her cargo pants.
She pulls it out, looks at Graham’s message, and — Graham holds her breath — doesn’t put it on the table, but returns it to her pocket.  
Damn.  
Hard for Rosita to lift Alex’s phone off her when it’s in her pocket.
Alex takes a swig of her beer, lets her eyes slide over to Graham, shakes her head subtly.  
Graham glances around the table.  Malcolm, Hollie, Ophelia, and Lawrence are deep in conversation; Rosita’s staring down at her phone; Iris’s chatting with Anika.
“Why are you canceling this weekend?” Graham asks Alex, keeping her voice low.  “Where are you going?  Just tell me the truth.”
Graham’s phone chimes again, but she ignores it.  Anika glances over at the sound, then eyes Rosita curiously.  
“Now’s not really the time or the place to talk about it, okay?” Alex says.
“Not okay,” Graham says, and the volume of her voice is starting to climb.  “You’ve been distant for nearly two weeks, and I know you’re avoiding something.  What’s going on, Alex?  Is it us?  Is it me?”
Alex shakes her head.  “Not at all.  And listen, I might be hard to reach for a few days while I’m gone; I have to — ”
“Hard to reach for a few days?!” Graham practically shouts. 
On the other side of the table, everyone stops talking.  Malcolm and Hollie look over at Graham uncomfortably; Ophelia pulls Lawrence out of his seat and ushers him towards the dance floor.  Anika curses under her breath.  Iris takes another drink.
Rosita pops up from her seat.  “I’m going to the bathroom.  Graham?  Come with?”
“No,” Graham says.  “I want to talk to — ”
But Rosita won’t let her friend finish.  She hooks a hand under one of Graham’s arms, hauls her from the chair, then smiles at Alex apologetically.
“Sorry if I’m interrupting,” Rosita says, “but I need to talk to Graham for a second.”  She shoves Graham lightly from behind, moving her in the direction of the ladies’ room. 
 
#
 
Once inside the bathroom, Rosita bends down, glances underneath the stall doors to make sure they’re alone.  Then she whirls on Graham.
“What the hell happened to our plan?”
Graham leans against the row of sinks, rubs her eyes with a frustrated sigh.  “It was your plan, Ro, not mine.  I never wanted to take her phone.”
“Yeah?  Well, you agreed to it a couple days ago.”
“That was a couple days ago,” Graham counters.  “My new plan is to try to talk to her.” 
“Your new plan sounds a lot like your old plan.” 
“That’s because it is my old plan.  I never should’ve agreed to this.”
Rosita puts her hands on her hips.  “And how’s that been working for you?  I watched her blow you off just now.”  She waves her cell phone in Graham’s  face.  “I’m telling you, I know her type — she’s not going to open up unless you confront her with the fac — ”
The bathroom door swings open and Anika strides in.  In one deft, graceful move, she reaches around Graham and snatches the phone from Rosita’s hand.
Rosita’s so surprised that she can’t even form a coherent objection, she simply squeals in shock.  She grabs for her phone, but Anika easily swings it high out of reach, thumbing on the screen.  And since the phone hasn’t been idle long enough for the screen to lock, it opens up to Rosita’s last sent message to Graham.
“‘You’re getting distracted’?” Anika reads aloud, looking from Graham to Rosita.  She scrolls up through the message thread while Rosita claws at Anika’s arm to get her phone back.  “‘All you need to do is get her to put her phone on the table’?”
With a disgusted look on her face, Anika tosses the phone back towards Rosita.  Rosita baubles it a few times, then it clatters to the floor.  Thank goodness for phone cases.  
“You bitch!” Rosita shouts.
Anika takes a step forward, looming over Rosita.  “Oh, you do not want to start that fucking shit with me, girl.  No, you fucking don’t.”  She turns on Graham.  “What the fuck, Graham?  What shady shit are you and Selena Gomez here up to?  Stealing Alex’s phone?”  She clicks her tongue against the roof of her mouth and shakes her head.
The bathroom door starts to swing open again, but Anika reaches over Graham’s head and slams it shut.  
“Occupied!” she yells.
“What do you mean, ‘occupied’?  There’s three stalls in there,” whines a muffled voice on the other side.  “I’ve got to pee!”
“Then go find a fucking mason jar or something!” Anika tells the mystery visitor.  Whoever’s on the other side curses and tries to push the door open, but Anika plants one of her giant feet in front of the door, bracing it closed.  When the mystery visitor finally gives up trying to open the door, she returns her attention to Graham and Rosita.  
Looking straight at Graham, she says, “You’ve got about thirty seconds to explain what the fuck you two are doing before I go talk to Alex.”
“Anika — no.  Please don’t,” Graham says.  “We didn’t — I didn’t want to — I’m not the type of person to invade someone’s privacy.”
“No?  Then why have you been texting each other under the table about stealing Alex’s phone?”
Graham glares at Rosita.  
Rosita lifts her palms in front of her defensively.  “Look, I’m sorry, okay?  It was my idea, not Graham’s.  It’s just that, at the end of the day, Alex — ”
Graham interrupts.  “Something’s going on and Alex refuses to tell me what it is.”
Rosita nods.  “We thought if we could find out who she’s been calling and texting, then Graham could confront her with it and — ”
“ — I didn’t want it to be this way, but she won’t talk to me, she keeps shutting me out — ”
“ — and then Alex would have no choice but to open up and tell Graham the truth,” Rosita concludes.
Anika glances between them like she’s weighing out their explanation.  She lets out a breath through pursed lips.  “I like you, Graham,” she says.  “I like you so much that I followed you back here to find out what you and Dora the Explorer were up to instead of going straight to Alex.”
“My name’s Rosita,” Graham’s roommate growls.  “And your intentional racism isn’t half as funny as you think it is.”
Anika narrows her eyes.  “I said I liked Graham.  I didn’t say anything about you.”  She turns back to Graham.  “You’re good for Alex.  And — if you ever tell her I said so, I’ll deny it ’til my dying breath, but:  I like you more already than I ever liked that snotty little rich girl, Cassie.  But if I ever catch you sneaking around behind Alex’s back again like you’ve done tonight — about absolutely fucking anything — I swear-to-God I will end you.  This is your one and only freebie.  So knock this shit off starting right now.”
She turns to go, but Graham grabs her elbow.
“Wait.  Please tell me what’s going on with Alex.  Why did she say she’s going to be gone this weekend?  Where’s she going?  Who’s she been talking to?”
Anika shakes Graham’s hand off her elbow with an annoyed grunt, but she doesn’t leave the bathroom, either.  Instead, she turns back around, and her mouth gradually tightens into an expression that Alex would instantly recognize, if she’d had been there with them.  Because it’s the same stubborn line Anika’s mouth had flattened into earlier in the day, when she insisted to Alex that they play to twenty-one instead of eleven, the same face she pulled when ESPN commentator Pam Gyllenhaal wondered on national television if Anika Singh really stood a chance at beating Rhianna Jerkins beneath the basket.  It’s the face that means Anika’s about to draw a line in the sand and dare the world to cross it.
Except it’s not Graham she’s drawing the line for.  It’s Alex.
“Please, Anika,” Graham says, reducing herself to begging when Anika doesn’t answer, because she assumes that the grim expression on the other girl’s face means she’s refusing to divulge.  “Please, I’m worried about Alex.  I know I haven’t known her all that long, but I haven’t seen her this closed off in a while, and I just have this bad feeling that something’s — ”
“Her grandpa’s dying.”
Anika’s answer catches Graham completely off-guard.  She’s silent for a moment.
“What?” she says when she recovers herself.
“Her grandpa’s dying, and her mom and her brother and her sister have appeared out of nowhere, and who knows what-the-fuck kind of scheme they’re up to, and Alex is going home to take care of business before they can completely shit all over everything.” 
“Fuck,” Graham mutters.  
The angry curse is mainly directed at herself, because she’s been so self-centered and stupid.  She’d assumed that Alex’s ever-increasing distance and tension meant that she was backsliding into the dark morass of grief around Cassie’s death.  It had seemed a reasonable assumption at the time; nothing like a new relationship to bring up fresh pangs of guilt and loss.  She knows that because even she’s had to struggle with the tsunami waves of guilt 
Did you miss me, Princess?
ever since she’s started dating Alex — gut-punching thoughts like, Do I even have a right to be happy, after stealing Sean and Mariana’s happiness from them forever?
But it had never occurred to her that Alex might be facing a brand-new loss, a loss complicated by a troubled past that Graham knows next-to-nothing about.
She covers her mouth with her hand and her eyes mist with tears.  
“Fuck,” she says again into her palm, but this time the word is for Alex.  What she must be feeling right now… and holding it all inside… hiding it from the world like she always does, disguised under the stoic veneer of everything being “fine”…
Anika nods like she knows what Graham is thinking.  “My sentiments exactly.”
Graham takes her hand away from her mouth.  “When is she leaving?”
“Tomorrow.  I don’t know what time.  Knowing her, probably first thing in the morning.”
“I have to talk to my probation officer,” Graham says, mostly to herself as the wheels inside her head begin to turn.  “But I can probably get permission to go, it counts as an emergency.  And I’ve been doing everything they’ve asked of me… Do you have an address?  Or — do you know the name of the hospital her grandfather’s in?”
Anika shakes her head.  Her face softens into something more thoughtful.  “I doubt I can find out where her grandfather is, but… Let me talk with Iris.  She won’t be happy about it, but I bet I can weasel Alex’s home address out of her.  If Alex has given it to anyone, it’ll be Iris.”  
Graham turns to Rosita, a pleading question in her eyes.
Rosita pops a hip out, crosses her arms against her chest.  “No.  Absolutely not.”
“Ro, come on, even if my P.O. says I can go, you know I can’t drive myself.  Who else am I supposed to ask?”
“No.  I’m sorry, Graham, but I’m not your chauffeur.  This is your drama, not mine.”
“You didn’t say that when you came up with a plan to steal Alex’s phone.”
“Helping you to find out what was going on with her and driving you halfway up the East Coast isn’t the same thing,” Rosita responds tartly.  “And I’m not missing classes this close to finals.”
Graham hugs her sides.  Rosita has a point.  It’s a lot to ask.
“I’ll take you,” Anika says a few seconds later.  “We’ll go together.”
Graham looks up at her, searching Anika’s face for a caveat, but there is none.  For the first time since she’s met Anika, the girl looks completely serious, completely sympathetic.
“You know what, Anika?” Graham says at last.  “I think I like you, too.”
Mischief glints in Anika’s eyes, and she gives Graham a crooked smile.  Graham can’t help but be reminded of Alex.
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An interlude
Fourteen years earlier - Somewhere south of Baltimore, Maryland
 
Seven year-old Alexis Woods climbs onto a rickety wooden chair and leans over the stove.  Water threatens to boil over in the pot below her, and she tips a half-empty box of pasta into it, careful not to let the mealy crumbs at the bottom of the box spill out.  The mealy crumbs at the bottom are usually crawling with white, wormy little baby insects.  Maggots.  That’s what her brother Ricky called them.  It’s what he calls her sometimes, too, but she doesn’t mind, because he says it in a funny way, not a mean way.
Speaking of Ricky.
She hears the screen door at the front of the trailer creak open, then bang shut again, bouncing a few times.  Her thirteen year-old brother struts into the kitchen.
“Hey, idiot,” he says, grinning at Alexis.
“Hey, idiot,” she parrots back, giving him a crooked smile.
“You’re cooking us dinner?  Where’s Mom?”
Alexis’s stomach growls at the word “dinner,” because she hasn’t had anything to eat all day.  She lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.
“I dunno.  Asleep in her bedroom, I think.”  
The truth is that Alexis is actually positive that Mom’s still asleep back there, because when she cautiously peeked into the room about an hour earlier, her mother was laying crossways on the bed, legs dangling over the side, arms spread-eagle on the bare mattress.  
A belt was wrapped tightly around the bicep of her left arm, and the bed was littered with a needle, a spoon, a couple lighters, some foil, some plastic bags.
Alexis knows what that means.  It means her mom will be in her bedroom for a couple more days, at least.  She won’t come out again until she runs out of what Ricky calls “her junk.”  Sometimes he calls it “her shit,” but shit is a bad word so Alexis only thinks “junk.”
The belt and the needle and the lighters and the rest of it also mean she shouldn’t expect Mom to be making any food any time soon.  Normally, Alexis’s big sister Christa cooks for all of them, but Christa has been as absent as Mom this week.
Curious about Christa’s absence, Alexis climbs down from the chair and looks up at Ricky.  “Have you seen Christa?” she asks.  “I don’t think she’s been home this week.”
Ricky pulls out a rusted metal folding chair — the only chair in the small kitchen besides the one that Alexis was just standing on — and drops into it.  “Duh she hasn’t been home.  She’s been spending all her time with Joey Benedetti.”  He chews a hangnail.  “Asshole,” he mutters, which Alexis assumes refers to Joey Benedetti, not her.  His eyes wander to the pot of pasta on the stove.  “Hey, is there enough for me?”
Alexis thinks for a second.  There wasn’t that much to begin with, and she hasn’t eaten all day, but she knows Ricky’s probably as hungry as she is, so… 
“Sure.”
“Is there any sauce?” he asks.
Alexis shakes her head.
“Ketchup?”  Ricky stands up and heads over to the fridge.  He throws it open, examining the meager contents inside.  There’s a bottle of ketchup upside down in the door, but when he pulls it out, he sees that it’s empty.  “Shit.”
She’s about to scold him for using too many bad words, like he always does when he’s trying to be cool, but a knock on the front door comes first, cutting her off.  She and Ricky meet eyes briefly, and he’s on his way to the door, but it swings open before he even makes it into the living room.  Their mother’s father steps in, looking stern, followed closely by their mother’s step-mom, looking scared.
“Linda?” he calls into the house before his gaze lands on Ricky, then Alexis.  “Jesus,” he breathes.  “You kids are filthy.”
Alexis looks down at her shirt, the heat of shame flooding her cheeks.  She knows she spilled milk down the front on Friday, and it’s dried there in a long, white streak, but everything else she has is even dirtier, since Mom hasn’t done any of the laundry for a couple weeks, and Christa’s been spending all her time with Joey Benedetti, and Ricky’s always out with his friends, so what was she supposed to do?  She’d do her laundry herself, if someone would teach her.  But it’s been hard enough just remembering how to make the pasta.
Alexis’s grandpa doesn’t wait for an invitation; he and Gran stride into the house, and he calls his daughter’s name loudly again.  He’s an imposing man.  Six feet, five inches, his lean face tan and weather-beaten and deeply lined, his presence easily expands to fill the dingy living room.  Despite the fact that Ricky says he’s not as old as he looks, Alexis thinks of Grandpa as iron and timeless, like the statues of war heroes she’s seen in Annapolis.  But in fact, his hair is still thick and dark brown, the same color as Alexis’s, with only a little bit of white sprinkled in.
“Where’s your mom?” Grandpa asks Ricky.  
Ricky shrugs, a slight challenge in his eyes.
Grandpa curses under his breath and storms towards the larger of the trailer’s two bedrooms, the room where Alexis knows he’ll find Mom, still passed out on the bare mattress.  She braces herself for what will come next.
Gran, meanwhile, glances around the living room and the kitchen, taking in the garbage strewn across the floor, the coffee table lined with empty beer cans and liquor bottles, the  garage sale landscape painting that shivers precariously on the wall, hanging sideways from a single nail.
She looks first at Alexis, then at Ricky.  “Has Warren been by lately?”
Ricky shrugs again, defiant; Alexis shakes her head no.  Warren is their eldest brother, old enough to be Alexis’s dad, really, and the closest thing besides Grandpa she really has to one.  Warren checks in on them sometimes when he’s not on the road, brings them plastic grocery bags filled with food, sometimes new clothes or new shoes.  But Mom and Warren got into a loud, scary argument the last time he came by, and Alexis hasn’t seen him since.  That was about a month ago.
In the bedroom, Alexis hears Grandpa yelling, followed by and an incoherent moan that she assumes is her mother.  She winces.  
A few seconds later, he stomps out and slams the bedroom door behind him.  “Josie,” he says, addressing his wife, “help the kids pack some bags.  They’re coming with us.”
“No, we’re not!” Ricky shouts indignantly, but Grandpa silences him with a single look.  
Gran shuffles into the kitchen, shuts off the burner with the pot of pasta on it, then heads into the room Alexis shares with her brother and sister.  The big bed is the one she sleeps in with Christa; the little one on the floor is Ricky’s.  From where Alexis stands between the kitchen and the living room, she can see Gran opening the dresser drawer, pulling out handfuls of clothes.
Her stomach grumbles, probably protesting about the stove getting turned off.  She’s embarrassed, but she can’t say exactly why.
“Where’s Christa?” Grandpa asks.
Alexis opens her mouth, about to explain about Joey Benedetti, but Ricky speaks first.  “We don’t know.  Haven’t seen her all weekend.”
The muscles in Grandpa’s jaw flex — a habit that Alexis will pick up from him as she grows older — but he doesn’t say anything.  A few minutes later, Gran emerges from the other bedroom, handfuls of dirty clothes in her arms.  She nods at her husband, and before Alexis even fully understands what’s going on, she’s sitting in the backseat of Grandpa’s old Buick, a complaining Ricky settled in next to her. 
 
#
 
Back to the present day
Somewhere south of Annapolis, Maryland
 
Christa never came to live with her grandparents, and when she got pregnant a few months after Alex and Ricky left their mother’s, Grandpa blamed himself for not acting sooner.
As for Ricky, he didn’t stick around.  The first time he ran away, he somehow managed to show up on Warren’s doorstep in Baltimore.  Warren brought him back to Grandpa; Ricky immediately ran off again.  It was a pattern that continued for three or four years, and each time, he’d disappear for a little longer.  By the time Ricky was seventeen and Alex was eleven, she only saw him once every couple of months.  By the time he was eighteen, Grandpa stopped trying to track him down.
“He’s old enough to make his own mistakes,” Grandpa had said.
Warren’s death turned out to be the first one Alex had to experience.  An over-the-road trucker, he died in an accident on an icy winter day a few weeks before Alex turned thirteen.  The next death was Gran’s.  Alex was almost seventeen.  She didn’t know it at the time, but almost five hours south, a blonde girl her age lost her father the very same month.
Fate’s funny that way.  But Alex knows that fate’s cursed her.
Warren.  Gran.  Cassie.  The deaths come unevenly, spaced apart every few years.  In a just world, a sane one, her mother would’ve died years ago, but she’s somehow as strong as ever.  
And now the one man who’s been a constant in her life, the man who held her and dried her tears after each of the others died, now she’ll lose him, too.  
It makes her wonder who will be next.  In three or four more years, maybe it’ll be Ricky.  Or Christa.  Maybe it will be Anika.  Maybe she’ll pick up the phone one day, and Graham’s mother will be on the other end, crying so hard that Alex won’t be able to understand her.
She shakes the thought away, but it makes her want to never be close to anyone again, because the pain of losing them always seems so much greater than the joy of having them.
Her eyes sting with unshed tears, and she leans forward to turn the radio on.  She needs a distraction.  She needs to stop thinking about her mother, her brother, her sister… her grandpa. 
She needs to stop thinking about why everything always has to be so goddamned hard all the time, and how she’s going to keep Graham from finding out how royally fucked-up she actually is.
Because somewhere inside the Norse warrior-goddess, there’s still a seven year-old girl in a stained t-shirt, standing on a rickety wooden chair while she watches a pot of pasta boil over.  
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Anika breaks the silence with, “You know she’s going to be really, really pissed off at us, right?  At both of us?”
Graham nods.  
She knows.  She’s accepted it already.  Maybe the comparison isn’t completely fair, since it’s quickly becoming clear to her that Alex’s life has been so much harder than Graham’s, but Graham remembers what she was like when her father died four years ago.  She was angry at the world for months and took it out on everyone around her at every available opportunity.  Unfortunately, the most common “available opportunity” was her mother, and Graham’s constant anger and acting out nearly destroyed their relationship.  They weren’t on speaking terms for the rest of Graham’s high school years, and even now the two struggled to spend anything more than a few hours together before they started to argue.
Rosita had been the one bright spot during those dark years.  Even when Graham tried to push her away, the girl kept stubbornly coming back.  She saved Graham from herself, really.  And although Graham had already known Rosita’s step-brother Sean a little bit from tutoring him, it was hanging out at Rosita’s place all the time after her father’s death that led to her getting to know-him-know-him.
Sean and Rosita — especially Rosita — had helped Graham untangle herself back then.  And despite the fact that Ro was often on the receiving end of Graham’s anger, she weathered the storm until Graham finally started getting back to normal.  
Graham had always wished she could repay Rosita’s kindness and patience.  Now maybe she can, in a way — she can pay her back by doing for Alex what Rosita had once done for her.
So Graham’s prepared for Alex to be pissed off.  She knows what being angry with the world looks like, and it doesn’t scare her.  Bring it on, she thinks.  Now that she understands what’s been going on with Alex, her mixed feelings about their relationship have dissipated and her heart is throbbing with a huge, overprotective love.  She’s shifted into what Rosita likes to call her fix it mode.
“Have you ever been to the place where Alex grew up?” Graham asks Anika as the interstate rolls by.
Anika shakes her head.  “Nah.  She never really talks about home.  Or family.  And her grandpa’s supportive and all, but the only times he ever comes to games is when we’re playing Maryland.”
“So you’ve met him?”
“Yeah.  Maybe three times.  In passing.”
“What’s he like?”
Anika chuckles.  “He’s like Alex.  Doesn’t talk much.  Frowns a lot.  Tall and dark and kind of fucking frightening.”
Graham smiles at the description.  So that’s where Alex gets it from.  “What about her mom?  I’ve never heard Alex talk about her; I kind of wondered if she was even alive.”
“I knew she was alive,” Anika says, “and I know Alex basically hates her guts, but that’s pretty much all I know.  And I’ve never heard Alex talk to her until yesterday.”
Graham processes this information, trying to put together a picture of Alex’s family based on the scant intel she’s managed to gather from Alex and now Anika.  “What about her siblings?”
“What about them?”
“What are they like?  Where do they live?  Does Alex keep in touch with them?”
Anika rolls the palm that’s resting on the steering wheel skyward.  “She’s got two older brothers, one older sister.  Oldest brother’s dead.  None of them have the same father.  That’s all I know.  Don’t even know their names.”
“And her biological father?”
The palm rolls skyward again.  “I get the feeling that Alex doesn’t even know who he is.”
 
#
 
It took Graham some time to talk her probation officer into letting her make the trip to Maryland, so while Anika and Graham are having the conversation about Alex’s family, Alex is already arriving, parking in her grandparents’ yard behind what she guesses is probably her brother’s car.  It’s blue and beat-up, with cardboard duct-taped over one of the rear windows.
She’s stiff after the five hour drive, having only stopped once for gas and a bathroom break before pressing on, so she’s slow climbing up the stairs to the front porch.  She’s still fishing her house keys from her pocket when the door swings open.
Ricky fills up the doorframe, looks her up and down.  Grins.  “Well.  If it isn’t the little maggot.  Hey, maggot.”
She hasn’t seen her brother in a few years, not since just before entering college, but it doesn’t look like she’s missed much.  His upper lip and chin are still covered in a scraggly attempt at facial hair; his sandy-blond hair is still unkempt and shaggy and curling a little at the ends.  He wears a plain, over-sized white tee above worn jeans, and the nails of his bare feet are caked in dirt.
Alex draws herself up to her full height when she sees him, glad she’s got an inch or two plus ten pounds of muscle on him.  “Is she here?”
“Who?  Mom?  What do you care?” he sneers.  “Not like you ever call.”
Alex closes her eyes for a moment, fighting back a hot surge of rage.  She’s under control when she opens them again.  “Move,” she says, climbing the last two steps and reaching for the door.  
Ricky blocks her, chuckling.  “I see you’re as big a bitch as you ever were.  Probably bigger now that you’re the high-and-mighty national champion.  Bet you didn’t think I’d hear about that, right?  Well, I did.  Everybody did.”
Alex stays silent, pushes past him into the living room.  Her mother’s there on the couch, bare feet up on her grandparents’ coffee table while she watches TV, an empty beer bottle next to her and a full one in her lap.
Linda Woods stopped drugging years ago, but she never bothered to stop drinking.
Alex’s lip curls in disgust; her green eyes are dark and dangerous as she picks up the empty bottle with one hand and yanks the coffee table out from under her mother’s feet with the other.
Her mother makes a startled noise in the back of her throat, but recovers quickly, sitting up straighter on the couch and fixing her hazel-green eyes on Alex.  “Well, hello to you, too, hon,” she says.  She runs a wrinkled but well-manicured hand through her wavy, dyed-blonde hair.  “Sit down.  Have a beer.  We’ve got plenty.”  She looks past Alex and gestures at her son.  “Ricky?  Go get your sister a — ”
“I don’t want a beer,” Alex says through clenched teeth.  “I want you gone.  Both of you.  You have no right to — ”
“No right to what?” her mother barks irritably, cutting Alex off.  “No right to see my father on his deathbed?”
“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about!”  
Alex sweeps her arm around the living room.  The sweep includes the flat screen TV that’s still playing behind her; the dusty, unused stereo in the corner; the cabinet of curios that Grandpa hasn’t touched since Gran died; the hand-crocheted afghan blanket draped over her mother’s lap; the photos on the wall — Alex in her first basketball uniform at eight, Alex with Gran and Grandpa, Alex’s high school graduation photo, Alex with Cassie.  
“You have no right to this,” Alex says in case it’s still not clear.  “It’s not yours.  You can’t just show up again and pretend like it belongs to you, like you — ”
“It does belong to Mom,” Ricky says behind her.  “Or it will, as soon as he dies.  She’s his next of kin.”
Alex whips around, closes the distance between her and her older brother until they stand chest-to-chest, inches apart.  “I’m his next of kin!” she roars.  “I’m the one who didn’t run away!”
“Lexi, Ricky,” her mother says in a reasonable tone.  “You two need to just — ”
But Ricky talks over his mother.  “You think you’re better than we are?  Huh?”  He places his hands on Alex’s shoulders, shoves her lightly back.  “You think you’re special?  You’re nothing.  They took you in, they treated you differently ’cause you were the baby, not ’cause you’re special.  So get off your fucking high horse, Lexi.  You’re exactly the same as all the rest of us, and we have just as much right to this as you do.”    
Both of Alex’s hands curl into fists, and she knows that if she stays a moment longer, she’ll hit him.  She brushes past him instead, letting her shoulder knock hard against his chest on her way out the front door.  She’s pattering down the porch stairs and trotting towards her truck before he has a chance to react.  
“Now who’s running away?” he taunts from the top of the steps.  “Now who’s running, huh, you fucking psycho dyke?”
“I’ll be back in an hour,” Alex shouts over her shoulder as she starts opens the door to the truck.  “And when I come back, I expect you gone.  Both of you.  Or I call the police.”
Ricky wriggles his hands in front of him, pretending that they’re trembling, while pulling a face of mock terror.  “Ooooh, I’m so intimidated, Alexis.  We’re not leaving.  So just get over yourself.”
Alex slams the car door shut, throws the truck in reverse, and spins out of the driveway, grinding her teeth the whole way.  
It takes her until she’s out of the drive and back on the main road before she remembers to breathe again.  When she does, she takes a long, deep breath, lets it out slowly.
Calm down, she tells herself.  Just get to the hospital.  Worry about what to do with them later.
She’ll focus on going to the hospital.  That’s why she came back, isn’t it?  To say good-bye to her Grandpa?
 
#
 
It’s several hours after Alex’s fight with her mother and brother when Graham and Anika finally arrive.  The sun’s low and bright on the horizon, and Anika’s driving has slowed to a crawl.  The two girls refer back and forth to the directions on Graham’s phone and the country lanes, whose street signs are sometimes obscured by trees and bushes, sometimes are missing altogether.  Although officially Alex says she’s from Annapolis, her grandparents’ home is a actually fair bit south of the city, in a rural no-man’s land not too far from the edge of the Chesapeake Bay.  
Some of the homes out here are stately, large; others are more humble.  All of them are set back from the road a good distance, spaced out from each other on large, green plots of land. 
“There — that one,” Graham says, pointing at a mailbox.  
Anika brakes and they both look down the drive.  The house beyond is one of the humble ones; dark wood siding, maroon shutters, a porch lined with potted plants in the front.  Graham’s first thought is that it’s quaint.
“That’s her truck,” says Anika.
“Good.  Maybe that means she’s here instead of the hospital.”  It seems like good luck.  
Graham points at another car in the yard.  It’s a blue sedan, probably twenty years old from the looks of it.  One of the back windows is covered in cardboard.  “Whose car is that?”
Anika shrugs.  “Fuck if I know, Griffin.”
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Alex retreats to her childhood bedroom once she returns from the hospital, flopping down on the bed and covering her eyes with her arm.  Ricky and her mom are still downstairs, occupying the living room and kitchen.  Alex apologized to them when she got back from seeing Grandpa — truthfully, she’d been too harsh and wasn’t going to be able to make good on her threat to call the police, anyway; much to her surprise, they apologized, too.  Her mother even gave her a hug and said something about knowing how hard this must be on Alex.  
(Except she doesn’t call her Alex.  She calls her Lexi.)
It’s been a long time since her mother’s been this affectionate towards her.  It’s hard to know what to do with that.  Part of Alex suspects the hug and the apology are all just more manipulation, but she’s too emotionally exhausted to figure it out.  She’ll handle them later.  Right now, she needs space to think.
Besides, her old room is comforting.  Her granddad hasn’t really touched it since she left for college, so it remains as a dusty museum of her life.  Old basketball, softball, and track trophies crowd the top of her dresser; framed team photos, some of them dating back ten or twelve years, along with a sun-bleached, autographed poster of the championship UConn women’s team from her junior year in high school, hang from the her walls.  UConn had recruited her, of course.  But she’d turned them down because Connecticut was too far a drive from Annapolis. 
She rolls to the side of the bed, picks up the playground basketball that’s laying there, squeezes it.  It’s partially deflated, but it doesn’t need to be aired up for her purposes.  She lays flat on her back on the bed and shoots the ball a few feet in the air, catches it, shoots it again.  It’s a ritual that’s always calmed her, always given her room to think.
There wasn’t anything to do for her granddad; she saw that right away.  During her hour-long visit, he veered from awake-but-hallucinating to asleep-but-silent.  All Alex could do was hold his hand and focus on swallowing away the growing lump in her throat.
But she needs him to wake up.  She needs him to be coherent enough to tell her where the will is.  
She shoots the deflated basketball into the air, catches it, shoots it again.
There’s got to be a will somewhere.  Surely he’s thought about this already.  Because Alex has already looked up Maryland’s laws about inheritance.  If there’s no will and no living spouse, everything goes to the children.  Grandpa only has one biological child — Alex’s mother, Linda.
She shoots the ball, catches, shoots again.
Why have they never talked about it before?  Why did she think it was one of those things they could “get to later”?  Alex, of all people, should know by now how fragile and unpredictable life can be.
She shoots the ball, catches, shoots again.
She’s not letting her mother take everything.  She won’t.  And it’s not about the money or the house.  Frankly, Alex doesn’t particularly want to be saddled with the house and its contents.  But if her mother takes it, she’ll spend and she’ll destroy and she’ll corrupt until there’s nothing left.  Because that’s what she does.
Alex catches the basketball and rests it on her chest.  The television drones on the floor below her, and she can vaguely make out the buzzing voices of her mother and brother.  She closes her eyes.  It’s only early evening, so she’s not going to go to bed yet, but maybe she can just rest for a few minutes…
She’s teetering on the edge of sleep when a new sound makes her eyes fly open.  Was that a knock on the door?  She hears a voice — a female one.  She sighs, because it probably means her mother invited people over to party.  The woman doesn’t even have the decency to wait until Grandpa dies before she turns his home into an ongoing house party.
Then there’s another voice, louder.  This one sounds familiar, but it’s too muffled for Alex to identify it.
Well, shit.  She supposes she needs to see what’s going on down there.  She rolls the ball off her chest and sits up with a groan.
 
#
 
Graham lifts her fist to knock on the door.  Hesitates.  Glances at Anika.  Anika’s mouth is set in that stubborn, flat line.  She nods at Graham.  
Graham releases a breath and knocks.  Waits a second, then knocks harder.
Footsteps within.  A television laugh track.
The door swings open, revealing a scrawny guy in a white t-shirt.  He’s probably Brendan’s age — mid-to-late twenties — and there’s something about him that’s distinctly unsavory.  It might be the fact that his hair is messy and oily, like he hasn’t washed it or combed it in several days, or the fact that his unshaven face is covered in a light fuzz of wispy hair that doesn’t exactly qualify as the beginnings of a beard.  Acne scars run diagonally down both sides of his face.
He stands in the halfway open doorway, one arm extended and resting against the door frame like he’s intentionally blocking entry.  His eyes rake up and down over the front of Graham’s body, then he grins slowly.  
Graham’s skin crawls, and she has to push down the wish to turn on her heel and walk back to the safety of the car.  She feels Anika take a step closer behind her.
“Hey,” the guy says, addressing only Graham.  “Can I help you?”
Graham manages to unclench her jaw long enough to say, “We’re here to see Alex.”
His eyes shift away from Graham’s for a brief moment before returning.  He shrugs.  “Haven’t seen her.”
“Bull.  If you haven’t seen her, what’s her truck doing in the driveway?” Anika says loudly over Graham’s shoulder.
“Ricky?” says a raspy female voice inside the house.  “Who’s at the door?”
Ricky glances behind him before returning his attention to the girls.  “Alexis isn’t here,” he repeats.  His gaze drops south of Graham’s neckline, and she can feel him undressing her with his eyes.
Slimy motherfucker.
He meets her eyes again.  “If you want, I could take your number… have her call you if she — ”
Graham hears the sound of someone coming down the stairs behind him, followed by a voice that makes her exhale in relief.  
“Did you just tell someone I’m not home?” says the disembodied voice of Alex.
“Oh — hey, maggot.  Thought you were sleep — ”
That’s it.  The last of Graham’s patience snaps.  “The fuck.  First you lie to us about her being here.  And now — did you just call her maggot?”
“It’s only a nick — ” Ricky starts, but the door swings open and Alex shoulders him out of the way, taking in Graham and Anika with wide, surprised green eyes.
“Graham?  What are you doing here?”
“Alex,” Graham says, and the word is a sigh of relief.
Ricky glances between the three girls, brow furrowed.  Then understanding suddenly dawns in his eyes and he grins broadly, revealing more yellow-and-brown teeth than Graham really wants to see.  
He points from Graham to Alex.  “Are you two…?  You are, right?”  He waggles his eyebrows suggestively.  “Not bad, sis.  Not bad at all.”
Alex pushes him backwards roughly, hard enough that he stumbles for a moment before regaining his balance.  Before he can recover, she steps onto the porch and slams the door closed behind her.
When she turns to Graham and Anika, her eyes are hot green flames, and there’s a look on her face that Graham doesn’t recognize.  Graham’s seen similar looks before when Alex is on the basketball court, moments before she charges for the basket, plowing through defenders, but those expressions are mild compared to the one she’s wearing now.
Alex gestures towards the yard.  “Off the porch,” she commands, and there’s something about her tone that sends a shiver down Graham’s spine.
Anika immediately obeys, spinning away from the door and trotting down the porch steps, but Graham hesitates a moment, searching Alex’s face, waiting for something in the hard expression to soften.  When it doesn’t, she reluctantly follows Anika.
Alex is a few steps behind them, placing a hand on each of their backs and pressing them further into the yard until they’re all the way back to Anika’s Volkswagen.  
Anika turns and sits on the hood of the car, waiting.
“Alex — ” Graham starts.
“Where did you get this address?”
“Iris,” Anika answers calmly.
Alex mutters a curse under her breath, runs a hand through her hair.  “You shouldn’t have come.”
“And you should’ve told me that your grandfather’s dying!” Graham says, reaching for her girlfriend.  
Alex sidesteps out of reach.  She points at the Volkswagen.  “Go home.  Both of you.  I’ll be back in a few days, after everything’s over.”
But instead of moving for the driver’s side door, Anika braces her hands behind her, lounging backwards onto the hood.  She draws one leg up, rests the heel of her foot on the front bumper, turns her most stubborn expression onto Alex.
“You don’t need to do this by yourself,” Graham says gently, fingertips gently meeting Alex’s shoulder.
Alex yanks back like Graham burned her.  “Yes, I do!” she roars.  She jabs an index finger at Anika.  “Didn’t I already tell you this wasn’t any of your fucking business?!”  The weapon-like finger swivels to face Graham.  “And you — I’m sure coming up here was your idea.  You just can’t stop yourself from meddling, can you?”
Graham reminds herself that she expected Alex’s wrath, but the words sting anyway.    She’s carefully gentle when she says, “Alex… You’re forgetting that I’ve been where you’re at right now.  I know what it feels like to lose the people you love.”  
Alex laughs bitterly, takes a few steps backwards.  “You think you’ve been where I’m at before?  You’re out of your league, Graham.  You don’t know shit about where I’m at.  You’ve never been where I’m at a single day in your naive, sheltered, over-privileged life.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Graham sees Anika stiffen behind her.  The foot comes down from the front bumper.
There’s so much Graham wants to say in response to Alex’s hurtful words.  She wants to remind Alex that no matter what she’s gone through, Alex has never been personally responsible for snuffing out two innocent lives.  Alex wasn’t the one who had to face Sean’s mother after the accident.  Alex wasn’t the one who had to look Jeff in the eye moments after Mariana died in his arms to tell him that she was sorry, so sorry, so impossibly, hugely, enormously sorry.
Privilege doesn’t mean you’re protected from pain.  And there’s nothing left in Graham that’s still sheltered.  She’s been raw and overexposed ever since the After.  Alex has been the closest thing she’s found so far that resembles a shelter.  
And now Alex seems intent on ripping that shelter away from her.
Graham swallows all her responses in one audible gulp and crosses her arms against her chest.  “I’m not letting you do this.”
“Do what, Graham?  What is it you’re not going to let me do?  You’re not going to give me the privacy I need to say good-bye to my granddad?  Or you’re not going to let me stop my alcoholic mother and human parasites of a brother and sister from destroying everything he ever built?”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it,” Graham says.  “I’m not letting you shut your family out.”
“They’re not my family!” Alex screams.  She points vaguely down the road, in the direction that Graham guesses must be the hospital.  “He’s my family!  He’s all that’s left, and now I’m losing him, too!”
Graham shakes her head, nodding at the house beyond.  “I wasn’t talking about them, Lex.”  She waves between herself and Anika, who’s still leaning back on the hood of the car, watching the scene play out in uncharacteristic silence.  “I meant us.  We’re you’re family.  Anika and Iris and Ophelia.  Baby Miller.  Rosita and Lawrence.  And me.  And I’m not letting you shut us out.”
Something flashes across Alex’s face, and for a moment, Graham’s hopeful that she’s gotten through to her girlfriend, that Alex has burned through her hurt and outrage — at least for now.  But a second later, the hard mask of anger slides back over her features, locking into place.
“You’re not my family,” Alex says stonily.  “Cassie was my family.  But she’s gone now, just like everyone else.”
Alex couldn’t have hurt Graham more if she’d hit her, and she seems to know it.  She turns her back on Graham, puts her hands on her hips.
“Just leave, Graham.  I was stupid to think we could make this work.  That I could be ready for this.  It’s… I think it’s over between us.”
It comes out so quickly that Graham’s stunned for a moment, an animal frozen by headlights.  Then the impact comes.  Alex’s words hit Graham like a shockwave, then echo inside her chest, ricocheting against a heart that’s threatening to crack and shatter.  Tears fill her eyes.
“You don’t mean that, Alex.”
“If I didn’t mean it, I wouldn’t have said it.”  She keeps her back to Graham and Anika.
“You’re upset right now,” Graham says, but her voice hitches and wavers uncertainly.  “You don’t know what you’re saying.”
Alex doesn’t respond.
There’s movement behind Graham, and large hands curl around her shoulders.  “C’mon, Griffin,” Anika says in her ear.  “Let’s just go.”
She lets Anika guide her to the passenger’s side of the car, eyes still glued to Alex’s back.  She lets herself get ushered into the car, doesn’t move when Anika reaches over her and puts her seatbelt on before closing the car door and walking around to the other side.  
No.  No.  No.
It’s all going too fast, and Graham wants desperately to hit rewind, to go back to whatever moment when she pushed too hard, triggered this impossible explosion.  Graham’s tear-blurred vision is still on Alex as they pull away, which is why she doesn’t miss the way Alex’s hands come away from her hips and clutch the sides of her head as she doubles over, bending forward at the waist exactly like she did after the fight with Brendan at Grounders.
It’s that final, painful image of a tortured Alex that snaps Graham out of it.  She wipes both eyes and sniffs loudly, pulling out her phone.
“Sorry that was so shitty,” Anika grumbles.  She glances at Graham before pulling onto the road, headed back in the direction of the interstate.  “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Graham’s not listening; she’s making a phone call.  It’s after office hours, so she waits patiently until her probation officer’s voicemail picks up.  
“This is Graham Griffin,” she says hoarsely.  She coughs once and clears her throat.  “I just wanted to check in and you know that I’m still in the Annapolis area and I probably will be for at least one more day, more likely two.  As we already discussed, a maximum of three days total.  Please give me a call if that’s a problem.  You’ve got my number; otherwise I’ll call you once I’m back.”
She ends the call and opens up a browser window.  Data out here is slow as hell, though, and it takes forever for the page to load.
Beside her, Anika raises her eyebrows.  “Did I just hear you tell your P.O. that we’re not going home?”
Graham gives her companion a sharp look.  “I thought you and me were on the same page here?  We’re not letting her spiral out of control again.  If she goes to the same dark place as she did after Cassie’s death… she might not come back out again.”
“Yeah, but, uh… I hate to be the party pooper here and state the obvious, but how exactly are you planning on helping her?  Pretty sure she broke up with you just now.”
Graham sniffs loudly, wipes her nose.  She shrugs.  “Yeah.  Temporarily, anyway.  But I kind of thought that might happen.”
“We drove all the way out here and you were expecting her to dump you?”
“I assumed it was a possibility.”  
“Well, fuck.  You could’ve warned me it was going to be a complete waste of time.”
“Who said anything about it being a waste of time?”  
“But she…” 
“Broke up with me.  I know.  I heard you the first time.”
The browser window finally comes up, and Graham searches on the term hotels near me.  A few seconds later, she’s dialing a number, reserving a room for two for the night.  When she’s done, she gives Anika directions to the hotel.
“We’re staying, Anika.  For as long as it takes.”
Anika smirks.  “I’ve got to admit, Griffin.  I wouldn’t’ve thought it, but you’ve got some cast-iron balls.”  A beat passes.  “You love that stupid shit-head, don’t you?”
A lump the size of a baseball forms in Graham’s throat, and all she can do is nod.
Anika smiles like she’s figured something out, like she’s come to a decision.  “Don’t worry.  I’ve got your back.  And we’ll get this figured out.”
Touched by Anika’s words, Graham just nods, blinking back fresh tears.  
Anika can be obnoxious, foul-mouthed, inappropriate, and loud.  But now Graham sees in her what Alex always has:  Her heart’s even bigger than the rest of her body, and it’s loyal.
As for Alex’s impulsive break-up… well, the only thing in life that lasts forever is death.  And Graham’s pretty sure this isn’t the death of her and Alex, just a bump in the road.
A very, very big bump in the road.
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Alex runs the fingers of both hands through her hair, bent over at the waist while, for the second time today, she tries to remember how to breathe.  She listens to the sound of the Volkswagen as it moves away from her down the gravel drive.
When she straightens up, she swings a mighty kick at the ground in front of her, watching as a spray of dirt and rocks fly in an arc away from her booted foot.  Her eyes land on her truck, and a voice inside her says, Drive away.  Drive and drive and drive away, and maybe find yourself crossing into Arlington, find yourself finding her
(“Cassie? … Cassie!”)
and it will be alright again.
But no.  Cassie’s gone, gone forever, and running away won’t help anyway.  She can’t run, not this time.  Because inside that house a few yards away are locusts that will consume everything if someone doesn’t stop them, and she’s the only one who can stop them, the only one who cares enough to stop them.
But maybe Ricky’s right.  Maybe she’s one of them.  Maybe she’s a locust, too; she just eats her way through people who care about her instead of money and houses.  
“Fuck!” Alex screams at the top of her lungs.
She just sent away the only two people who might care enough to help her.  She regrets it already.  What had she been thinking?
“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!”  Hands still clasped tightly against her head, she dances in circles, kicking up dirt and gravel while she shouts curses at both no one and everyone.
Finally Alex runs out of steam.  She braces her palms on her knees, pants as if she’s been playing ball.  
She wants to call Graham right now and apologize, beg for her forgiveness, see if it’s too late to salvage something between them, see if it’s too late to accept Graham’s offer of help.
But she doesn’t reach for her phone.
She can’t reach for her phone.  Because part of her knows it’s better this way.
Because what does Alex really have to offer Graham?  Graham’s beautiful and talented and smart and she’s going to make something of herself one day.  Graham’s special.  And Ricky said it best:  Alex is not special.  She’s nothing.  She’s another white-trash loser with a drug addict mother who’s enjoying her fifteen minutes of fame right now, sure, but what will she be once college is over?  The only thing she’s ever been any good at is basketball.  She doesn’t have Graham’s talent or Iris’s brains or Anika’s humor or Ophelia’s passion.  She was nothing before college; after college, she’ll go back to being nothing.  And Graham deserves more than someone who’s nothing.
Yes.  It hurts, but it’s probably better this way.
Alex straightens up, leans against her pick-up truck.  She needs a drink.  Her hand wanders to the black tribal tattoo that parallels the long scar on her neck; her fingers trace the line downward to her collarbone.  
Fate’s cursed her.  Time to just accept the curse and get on with it.
With a sigh, she turns back towards the house, climbing the porch steps with leaden feet.  When she walks in, her brother and mother are sitting on the couch, drinking.  She spies a half-empty bottle of rum on the end table next to Ricky.
“Hey, idiot,” he says.
“Hey, idiot,” she parrots back to him.
“Your friends took off already?” he asks.  “You shoulda invited them to stay.  The blonde one’s smokin.’  Can’t believe you managed to hit that.”
She grimaces.  “I haven’t.  Didn’t, I mean.”
Ricky looks surprised, then confused, then pleased.  “So, then, you don’t care if I do, right?”
Alex rolls her eyes.  “Please.  She’d never look twice at you.”
Ricky finds this amusing; he cackles out rough, high-pitched laughter that’s always reminded Alex of a hyena.
Her mother studies Alex a moment, looking her up and down.  Alex wonders if she heard the temper tantrum she threw in the yard five minutes ago, because there’s an actual look of concern on her face.
“You saw Grandpa earlier?” her mom asks.
Alex nods.
“And?  Did he wake up?  Did he recognize you?”
Alex’s throat tightens.  She shakes her head.
Her mother scoots to the side, pats an empty spot on the couch.  “Come sit down, hon.  I know things have been rocky between us.  And things are extra hard with Grandpa in the hospital.  But let’s not keep fighting, okay?  It wears me out.  Truce?”  When Alex doesn’t say anything, her mother flicks a couple fingers at the handful of bottles surrounding them.  “At least have a drink with us before you go and lock yourself in your room again.”
Alex hesitates, then points at the bottle of rum.  “Do you have any Coke to go with that?”
Her mother smiles crookedly, thinks for a second.  “Maybe.  Ricky, go get your sister a glass and some Coke.”  
She waves her daughter over as Ricky makes his way to the kitchen, and Alex follows the waving arm like a woman in a trance.  She sits down heavily, doesn’t flinch when her mother drapes an arm around her shoulder and gives her a little squeeze.
“Christa’s coming over soon with Tina and Joey Junior,” Linda Woods tells her daughter.  “She’s picking up a few buckets of fried chicken and buffalo wings on the way.  We thought we’d make a night of it.  Like a mini-family reunion.”  There’s another squeeze around Alex’s shoulders.  “It would be nice if you’ll stay, eat with us.  It’s been so long since we’ve all been able to be together.  I know we all wish it was under happier circumstances, but at least we can all be here.  As a family.”  Another squeeze.  “I know your grandpa would be glad to see us all here like this.  Don’t you think so, Lexi?”
She nods numbly just as Ricky returns from the kitchen, a two-liter bottle of store brand cola in one hand, a juice glass in the other.
“Sorry, sis, didn’t find any actual Coke.”
“It’s okay,” she says, reaching for the soda bottle in his hand.  She pours a little of the cola in the juice glass, adds a healthy serving of rum.  “This’ll work just as well.”
“Alright,” her mother says with a smile.  She lifts a can of beer.  “Let’s drink to a truce.  No more fighting in this house — at least until we all sober up tomorrow!”
Ricky laughs.  “Here, here,” he says, lifting his own beer.
Alex clinks her juice glass against their cans, then takes a sip and leans back on the couch between her mother and her brother, appreciating the warm burn of the rum as it slides down her throat and into her empty stomach.  She finds herself hoping that Christa arrives soon.  In part because she’s hungry, in part because her mom does have a point; she can’t remember the last time all of them have been together.  Since Warren’s death, maybe.  And she hasn’t seen her sister or her niece and nephew in even longer since she’s seen her mom and Ricky.  The kids are probably halfway grown by now.
She takes a longer drink, pushing away the nagging thoughts about Graham that are still in the back of her mind.  She turns her attention to the television screen.
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Alex wakes the next morning to the dim light of a grey, rainy sky filling her bedroom.  She’s fully clothed and face-down on top of the bed, and her head feels like it’s about three times its normal size.  Her eyelids practically stick together when she tries to open them; she rubs both eyes as she tries to piece together fractured memories of the night before.
She remembers that Christa made good on her promise to come over and bring fried chicken, along with her two kids, Joey Junior and Tina.  Joey’s already fourteen; Tina’s twelve; both have a look about them that tells Alex they’re older than their years, they’ve already lived through things they shouldn’t have to.  Alex found that upsetting, so she drank more.
They ate chicken; they caught each other up on their lives.  Ricky’s actually holding down a part-time job right now, Alex finds out, and Christa’s office manager job is good enough that she’s able to send money to Mom and Rick each month to help out.
Just like the old days.  Christa still covering for everyone, taking care of them.  That was upsetting, too, so Alex drank more.
They’re all proud of Alex, they say.  First one in the family to go to college.  “Even Warren didn’t do that,” Mom says, because evidently Warren is still the untouchable gold-standard everyone else is compared to.  And despite his earlier cutting remarks, Ricky admits he told everybody at work “That’s my sister!” after the national championship game, but nobody at work follows women’s basketball, so the reception turned out to be lukewarm.  Everyone laughed at Ricky’s story; Alex drank more.
Memories get spottier after that point.  There were tears from Alex’s mother as she drunkenly apologized for their fucked-up childhood.  Ricky and Christa just laughed and responded with a series of “Remember the time you…?” stories that manage to trivialize the darkest times; Alex stayed silent and drank more.
She remembers that, much later, there was spontaneous karaoke in the living room, judged American Idol-style by the only two sober members of the family, Joey Junior and Tina.  Somehow Alex gets talked into singing “You’re the One That I Want” from Grease, but halfway through her rendition she realizes she’s singing to Graham and excused herself to go to the bathroom, where she promptly throws up.
Shortly after that, she stumbles to her room, where she…
Oh, shit.
She paws around on top of the bed, and when she still can’t find her phone, she sits up.  A wave of nausea hits, and she closes her eyes, remaining absolutely still for a moment as she regains control over her stomach.  When she opens her eyes again, she sees her phone sitting face-down on the floor.  She picks it up and turns it on, bracing herself for what she’ll find.
Yes, it’s true.  She wasn’t imagining the memory.  She sent Graham some texts last night — a lot of texts.  Alex groans loudly, slaps her palm to her forehead as she chastises herself for being  such a
fucking idiot.
Reading the long string of one-way texts jogs another hazy memory.  She goes to her recent phone calls and sees that Graham isn’t the only one she reached out to in her drunken stupor.  She also placed a phone call last night, just after two o’clock in the morning.  To Gus.
She groans again as she remembers her tearful confession to Gus that she’s a maggot and an idiot who impulsively broke up with Graham for no good reason and Graham was only trying to help and why does she fuck up everything she touches and does God hate her?  Because everyone she cares about dies and why can’t she be more like Ricky and Christa and just move on from everything that happened to her when she was little, why is she the one who’s always the explosive asshole?
“That was pretty dumb, kitten,” is what Gus says in response to her spontaneous break-up with Graham.  “And yes, you are the asshole right now.  But that doesn’t mean you can’t fix it.”  They talk a little longer; Alex doesn’t remember most of the conversation.  He ends the phone call by saying, “I’m taking you to an Al-Anon meeting when you get back.”
“I might be drunk right now, but that doesn’t mean I’m an alcoholic,” Alex slurs defensively.  “I’m not like them.  I’m not anything like…” she says, but she trails off because isn’t she acting exactly like them right now?
Get off your fucking high-horse, Alexis.  You’re exactly the same as all the rest of us.
“Fuck.”
“I said Al-Anon, sweetness, not AA.  Google it when you sober up.  I’m going back to sleep now, alright?  Drink some water before you go to bed.”
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Graham wakes to the sound of rain pattering gently against the window.  Anika snores lightly in the queen-sized bed beside her; the girl’s long limbs sprawl onto Graham’s side of the bed, and Graham realizes she spent most of her night lying precariously close to the edge.  Maybe sharing a bed with this unfamiliar person who took up most of the space explains why Graham didn’t sleep well last night.  Anika dropped off right away, but Graham kept tossing and turning and waking up every few hours.
She rolls her eyes at herself.  Who is she trying to fool?  Anika’s not the reason why she slept so poorly.
The grey light filtering in between the curtains makes it difficult to know what time it is.  Not that she has any particular reason to be up right now; she has no definite plan for the day.  She should probably try to go back to sleep.  But she knows she won’t.
Honestly, why is she still here at all?  Why did she think she could fix Alex?  Does she have any evidence whatsoever to support the theory that she can?
No.  Not really.
Maybe this was all a huge mistake.  Maybe she shouldn’t have “meddled,” to use Alex’s word.  Maybe she should’ve stayed home and waited for Alex to come to her in her own time.
She gets out of bed, stretches, pads on bare feet to the window, pushes the curtains aside with one finger.  There’s not much to see outside, just a soggy, half-empty parking lot and a ring of trees surrounding it.  Below her, a family carries luggage towards an SUV.  A little girl in rubber rain boots leaves her pink-flowered roller bag on the sidewalk to jump into a puddle with both feet.  Her father reaches for her hand, and she grabs the handle of the roller bag and jogs after him, her tiny hand grabbing two of his thick fingers.
Graham smiles, feeling a bittersweet pain in her heart as she thinks about her own father.  She’s been thinking about him a lot, thanks to everything going on with Alex.  Graham was that little girl, once, reaching out for her daddy.  But now there’s no hand reaching back for her anymore.
She turns away from the window and picks her phone up from the nightstand so that she can find out what time it is and determine whether or not she should try to go back to bed.
Six forty-eight AM.
And a screen filled with messages.  From Alex.  Graham’s heart skips a beat.
 
I’m sorry 
 
the first one reads.  The time stamp says it was sent four and a half hours earlier.  
 
Are you there? 
 
asks the second one.  Four hours, twenty-nine minutes earlier.  Graham slides the message open so she can read the entire thread.
 
Hello?
 
You’re probably asleep.
 
Which might be for the best 
because if you were really there 
and you answered me, maybe I 
wouldn’t know what to say.  
You’re the one who’s good with 
words.
 
And besides I’m really really drunk 
and probably shouldn’t even be texting 
you.
 
I don’t deserve you Graham.  I didn’t 
deserve Cassie, either.  Sorry I keep 
bringing her back up but God I miss 
her so much.  
 
Now I’m going to miss you, too.  
 
I bet u already drove home and ur like 
“fuck Alex.
 
I don’t blame you
 
I shouldn’t have sent you away.  I just 
didn’t want you to see how fd up my 
family is
 
Cuz then you’d know I’m always going to 
be a mess
 
And you wouldn’t want me anymore
 
And it would kill me if you didn’t want 
me anymore
 
So it’s like they say, hurt them before 
they can hurt you right?
 
There’s a long time gap between that message and the next one.
 
I’m passing out here I should go to sleep
 
I just wanted to tell you how sorry I was 
 
I promise to leave you alone.  No more 
drunken texts lol
 
But if you decide you want me to clean 
your apartment after all this, I will.  I 
probably need to clean your apartment 
like every day for a month after what I 
did yesterday.
 
But no worries if you can’t forgive me
 
I get it
 
That’s all I was trying to say
 
Graham returns her phone to its place on the nightstand.  She wipes away the tears that have fallen onto her cheeks.  She’s not exactly sure who she’s crying for at this point.  Alex?  Herself?  
…Her father?
More tears prick at her eyes.  She glances out the window again, but the family’s already long gone.  
Acting on a whim, she picks her phone back up and steps into the hallway, gently shutting the door behind her without letting it lock.  She goes to her list of favorites and presses the name Rosita Reyes.
After a few rings, she hears sheets rustling and then Rosita’s sleep-weary voice on the other end.  “…Really, Graham?  You know it’s before seven o’clock on a Friday morning, right?  You better be bleeding to death or something.”
“Some of our friends never forgave me for the accident.  Why did you?”
There’s a sound of rustling sheets again.  “Are we really having this conversation right now?”
“I’ve never asked you before.  And I want to know.”
Rosita responds with a staticky sigh, and Graham’s pretty sure she hears her walk out of the room.  Tip is probably asleep next to her, she realizes, and Graham guesses that Rosita’s in their apartment, walking down the short hallway into the living room or the kitchen.  Graham hears a faucet turn on, then off.
Kitchen, then.
“Ro?”
“I’m thinking, Graham.  You just woke me up and then dropped some heavy shit on me.  Give a girl a second.”  There’s a sound of Rosita drinking, and Graham pictures her standing at the kitchen sink with a glass of water in one hand, the phone pressed to her ear with the other, wearing only a t-shirt and Tip’s boxers, the way Graham’s found her roommate so often before on lazy mornings.
“I forgave you because we’ve been best friends since we were fourteen.  And just because we lost Sean and Mariana didn’t mean I wanted to lose you, too.”  There’s the sound of another sip.  “Right after the accident, everyone was so furious with you — hell, I was furious with you — and they were saying, ‘How could she have done that?  How could she have thought she was okay to drive?’  I still get angry with you some days if I think about it too long.”
“I know,” Graham says meekly.  “I’m sorry.”
“Shush.  I’m not finished.  So I was angry, but then I realized the whole situation was already fucked up enough as it was and everyone putting all the blame on you was only making things worse.  I mean, for God’s sake, I was the one who committed to being the designated driver that night, but then I ran off with Tip, instead.”
“I know, but I hate it when you blame yourself for that, Ro.  I’m still the one who — ”
“Will you be quiet and let me talk?  You’re the one who asked me the question, and I’m trying to give you an honest answer.”  Rosita waits a moment, and when Graham doesn’t say anything else, she continues.  “Besides the designated driver thing, Sean, Mariana, and Jeff made the choice to get into that car with you.  They had to know you were drunk — or else they were so drunk themselves that they didn’t realize it.  But no one put a gun to their heads and said, ‘Get in the car.’  Plus, nobody else stepped up and said you shouldn’t drive.  Malcolm was at that party.  Where was he?  Why didn’t he take your keys away?  What about Hollie?  Or Brendan?  So many people could’ve stopped you.  On top of that, we all know that Sean drove drunk all the time.  And if you hadn’t driven, I’m sure he would’ve.  Then I might’ve lost my best friend that night instead of my step-brother.  And would that have been better?”  Rosita lets the question hang in the air without answering it, and Graham imagines her back at that horrible weekend, wrestling with thoughts like this one as she prepared for a funeral.  It’s a painful image, and Graham closes her eyes until Rosita speaks again.  “I constantly rode Sean’s ass for driving when he was fucked up — it was the reason why I’d volunteered to be the DD that night in the first place.  So when he finally got hurt because of it… Part of me feels like what happened to him was inevitable.”
Graham stays silent, processing everything that Rosita said.
“You still there?” Rosita asks after a few seconds.
“Yeah,” Graham answers, voice rough.
A beat passes.  “Why are you calling me with this?  Why now, I mean — at seven on a Friday morning?”
“I don’t know.”
“Graham.”
Graham takes a deep breath and recounts everything that happened the day before with Alex — Alex’s angry reaction to Graham showing up uninvited, their subsequent, spontaneous break-up, the drunken text messages she woke up to a few minutes ago.  
“And with all of this… I keep thinking… not just about Sean, but about what happened in high school, too,” Graham concludes.  “The way I was so angry when my dad died.  The way I treated you.  You were so patient with me.”
There’s a half-laugh on the other end.  “And you were such a pain in my ass.”
“Which you forgave me for.  And then a few years later, I put you in a position of having to forgive me again.  But for something much, much bigger.”  Graham sighs.  “I just worry it’s a pattern, Ro.  I fuck up, you forgive me, then I fuck up again, and you forgive me.  And I keep asking myself, ‘Is that how it’s going to be with me and Alex?’  Will we just do this over and over again, one of us hurting, the other one forgiving?”
“You two,” Rosita says teasingly.  “You definitely deserve each other, you know that?”
Graham rests her forehead in her palm.  “That’s what scares me.  That we’re both  like, I don’t know, broken in a way we’re never going to come back from, and we’ll only end up making each other worse.”
“Mira.  I know it came out that way, but it’s not what I meant when I said you deserve each other,” Rosita says.  “I’ll admit it — there’ve been times when I really wanted to strangle you, Graham.  But what I keep coming back to over the years is that I might not ever truly understand what you’ve had to live through.  With your dad, with Sean… with your mom constantly pushing you through it all to be this perfect daughter, with these insane expectations that no one could ever really live up to.  And when I look at Alex — and when I look at you looking at Alex — I feel like, ‘There are two people who totally get each other.’  I wish Tip got me the way you get her.”  Rosita pauses again.  “I can’t say I always necessarily like Alex, and I definitely don’t understand her, but I do think you’re good for each other.  You’re definitely making each other better, Graham, not worse.  Trust me.”
“So you think I should forgive her?  Take her back?  Her text messages didn’t exactly say it outright, but I know that’s what she wants.”
There’s a moment’s hesitation on the other end, but then Rosita says, “I think you’ll regret it if you don’t.  So, yes.  I think you should forgive her.”
“Thanks, Ro…  Do you think it’s wrong that I was kind of hoping you’d say that?”
“A little bit.  Now can I go back to sleep already?”
Graham laughs.  “By all means.”
 
#
 
After she ends the phone call, Graham stands back up and pushes the door to their room open.  Anika’s still slumbering heavily in the bed, her limbs having expanded even further to take over the space that Graham recently vacated.  
Graham rocks her shoulder.  “Anika.  Wake up.”  
There’s a wordless whine from the other girl.  Graham has to try a few more times before Anika finally starts to rouse.
“…Wha…?” Anika manages to mutter as her eyes flutter open and come to rest on Graham.
Graham sits down on the edge of the bed.  “We need to go.  I want to get over to Alex’s house before she heads back to the hospital.  I have to try to get through to her again.”
Anika slides a hand down her face, smacks her lips a few times.  “How d’you know she’s not already at the hospital?  Figure she’ll go soon as she wakes up…  Time is it?”
“Early enough that I’m guessing she’s still asleep.”
“Why d’you think she’s…?”
“Because she’s going to be very, very hungover this morning.”
Anika sits halfway up, starting to look and sound more awake.  “Really?  Shit.  Why?”
Graham waggles her phone in front of Anika.  “I woke up to a bunch of drunken texts she sent at two in the morning.  So yeah.  I’m sure.”
Anika yawns and stretches.  “Alright.  Let me hit the shower first.”
“I’ll meet you downstairs.  You want me to make you some waffles?”
“They have waffles here?”
“Yeah, there’s a waffle iron in the dining area next to the lobby.  I saw it last night when we came in.  It’s part of their continental breakfast.”
Anika swings her long legs from the bed, stretches again.  “I knew there was a reason I liked you, Griffin.  Sure, I’ll take a couple waffles.”  She thinks a second.  “Actually, let’s say three.”
Graham grins.  “Three waffles, got it.  Coffee?”
She wrinkles her nose.  “Let’s start with the waffles and go from there.”
“See you in a minute.”
“Okay.”
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After re-reading her texts to Graham a couple of time, cursing herself anew for the string of desperate-sounding, inebriated messages, Alex sighs and pulls a clean towel from her closet.  She takes a long time in the shower, hoping enough soap and hot water will wash away the smell of booze and cigarettes, along with the shame of letting herself go too far in front of her family.  It’s not quite eight, and her head is pounding, her stomach is roiling, and by all rights she should still be in bed, but visiting hours at the hospital open at eight-thirty, and she wants to clean up the disaster she knows she’ll find downstairs before she leaves.
She finds a clean t-shirt and pair of sweatpants in her old dresser and pads downstairs in bare feet.  The sound of rustling plastic and clinking glass reaches her before she makes it to the bottom landing.  When she reaches the foot of the stairs, she’s somehow not surprised to see Joey Junior asleep on the sofa and his younger sister, Tina, cleaning up the living room.
Tina’s long and spindly, just like Alex was at that age, with long, wavy dark hair tucked behind one ear.  
She looks like me, Alex thinks with a small thrill of shock.  And in fact, if Tina’s eyes were green instead of brown, she would be nearly a spitting image of her aunt.      Alex watches as the girl puts another empty in the plastic garbage bag.  She acts like me, too.  Cleaning up the night after a party.
Alex rubs her temples, lets out a sigh.  Watching Tina makes her even more ashamed of her behavior the night before.  Tina and Joey Junior had been there for Alex’s drunken karaoke — karaoke interrupted by her emergency trip to the bathroom.
Tina hears Alex’s sigh, jumps a little bit before she realizes it’s only her aunt standing there.  “Oh — hey Aunt Lexi.”
“Hi, Tee.”  Alex closes the distance between them.  “You don’t have to do that, you know.”  She picks up an empty beer can from the floor, throws it in the garbage bag.
Tina lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.  God, she even shrugs like Alex does.  
“It’s okay.  I always wake up earlier than everybody else, anyway.  And since I can’t turn on the TV while everyone’s asleep, I figured I could start cleaning up.  Nothing else to do.”
Alex smiles.  “Are you hungry?  I can make us some breakfast.”
Tina straightens up, returns her aunt’s smile shyly.  “Breakfast sounds good.”
“Great.  I hope you like Belgian waffles.  I make a really mean waffle.”
Tina giggles and follows Alex into the kitchen.
 
#
 
Alex has Tina settled in the kitchen, finishing the last of the waffles, while she returns to the living room with a spray bottle and roll of paper towels.  She hears the sound of retching coming from the master bedroom behind her and grimaces.  She’ll have to clean the bathrooms today, too.  Probably all of them.
She’s tearing off another paper towel when another sound makes her pause, cock her head towards the stairs.  The sound comes again, and this time she’s sure she’s not imagining it — it’s her phone.  
Alex hustles up the stairs, not quite moving at full speed because it would upset her still tenuous stomach.  Dread fills her:  She fully expects it to be the hospital calling, letting her know that her grandfather’s gone.  He’s gone and she didn’t get a chance to say good-bye, because she was too busy getting drunk in front of her drunk of a mother.  
But it’s not the hospital.  The caller ID reads Graham Griffin.
Alex’s hesitation lasts for another ring, but she picks up.  “Graham?”
“You answered at last,” Graham sighs.  “I thought you were going to ignore me all morning.”
“Ignore you all morning?”
“You didn’t hear your phone ringing?  I’ve been calling you for the past ten minutes.”
“Sorry, I was in the kitchen,” Alex says.  “I didn’t hear until just now.”
“Can you come outside?”
“I… why?”
“Because I’m on your front porch, dummy.”
Click.  The line goes dead.
“Shit,” Alex mutters, pushing the venetian blinds up on her bedroom window with two fingers.  She can’t see the porch from this angle, but she sees Anika’s Volkswagen in the yard, complete with a sleepy-looking Anika inside, lounging back in the driver’s seat.
Time to face the music.  She has no idea what she’ll meet when she steps foot onto that porch — wrath?  Forgiveness?  Tears?
She hopes for wrath.  That’s what she deserves.
A minute later, after checking to make sure Tina’s alright and Joey Junior’s still asleep, she walks out onto the front porch, closing the door softly behind her.
Graham’s standing there, leaning against the column next to the stairs with her hands behind her back, facing the front door.  Much like Alex’s own hair, Graham’s blonde waves are damp and hang behind her in a loose ponytail, and even from a few feet away, Alex can smell the floral scent of the shampoo.
Graham holds up her phone.  “I got your texts.”  Her expression is hard to read.
“Graham… I’m really sorry about that, I shouldn’t have — ”
“Stop.  You’ve already talked.  You sent me, like, an essay’s worth of texts last night.  So you’ve already had your chance to say what you need to say.”  Graham’s eyes cut away, and she shakes her head, as if to herself.  “And I’m starting to wonder if you’re only capable of being truly honest with me when you’ve been drinking.” 
Alex’s face burns with shame.  She swallows, dips her chin, waits.  
“First of all, if you wanted to break my heart yesterday by throwing Cassie in my face and saying she was your family and I wasn’t, you succeeded.”
“You’re right; I never should’ve — ”
An index finger goes up.  “You’re not talking, remember?”
“Sorry.”
Graham sniffs.  “You should be.  And do you have any idea why it’s so completely unfair to keep comparing me to Cassie?”
Alex hesitates, shakes her head no.
“Because Cassie has a big advantage over me that I can’t ever have with you:  She’s dead.”
Horrified by Graham’s cruelty, Alex opens her mouth to protest, but the index finger goes up again.  
“I’m not done and you’re still not talking.  Cassie’s dead, Lex, and since she’s dead, she’s frozen in time forever as your perfect first love who can never do anything wrong, who will never disagree with you again, who will never betray you, or hurt you, or embarrass you, or fall in love with someone else and leave you.”
“You don’t know she would’ve — ”
“I don’t know that she would’ve done any of those things, you’re right.  And you don’t know she wouldn’t have.  And you don’t know she wouldn’t have because she’s gone, and all you have is a memory, and when you desperately want something more than a memory, every memory you’ve got left seems perfect.  Believe me.  I know — remember?  I’ve been there.  And I can’t keep competing with a memory.”
Alex wants to argue that Graham hasn’t been there, that when Sean died, she clearly wasn’t in love with him anymore, whereas Alex was as wildly in love with Cassie on the day that she died as she was when they first met.
Graham takes a half-step towards Alex, lowers her voice a little.  “When my dad died, I missed him so much.  And I was furious at God or the universe or fate or whatever from taking him away from me.  The person I hated the most, the person I took it out on the most, was my mother.  Because she was still there, and he wasn’t, and somehow I managed to blame her for that.  And I forgot every petty argument I ever had with my father, and I idealized him into this perfect parent, while I fought my mother tooth and nail on every little thing for years.”  She lifts both hands skyward, lets them fall again.  They hit her thighs with a soft slap.  “I’m here, Alex.  I’m here and I’m alive and I’m messy and we’re messy and I might never be your perfect memory frozen in time forever.  But I’m here.”
Alex slowly shakes her head.  “I know.  And you’re right, I shouldn’t have made you compete with Cassie.  It’s not fair.”
Graham nods her agreement.
“But even if it weren’t for Cassie, I still don’t know if… if we’re a good idea.”
Graham rolls her eyes as the shadow of a frown crosses her face.  It’s like she was expecting Alex to say that, waiting for her to say that.  
Alex rushes to explain, convinced Graham simply doesn’t understand.  How could she?  There’s so much inside Alex that Graham has no idea about.  
“It’s not… Even before Cassie, there’s so much about me that’s just… that’s really messed up.”  
Weak explanation.  Graham still gazes at her with silent skepticism.  
Alex sighs, laces her hands behind her head for a moment before dropping them to her side again.  “This isn’t coming out right.”  She blows out a breath.  “What I’m trying to say is, there’s a lot about me you don’t know yet — a lot about me that I’ve never told anyone, not even Cassie — and some of it, it’s pretty… crazy.  Stuff you shouldn’t have to handle.  And that’s all being with me is ever going to offer.”
Graham crosses her arms against her chest and takes another step closer to Alex.  She’s scowling when she says tartly, “Oh, and I take it you get to make the decision about what I can and cannot handle?  You get to decide how much I can deal with?”  
“I wasn’t trying to say you — ”
“And how dare you say you don’t have anything else to offer — do you think I’m that much of a shit judge of character?  That I’m so naive — as you called me yesterday — that I  can’t possibly know who is or isn’t good for me?  You think I didn’t know you had baggage, Alex?  That it’s all going to come as some big surprise to me?”
“Graham…” Alex starts, taking a half-step back.  “That’s not what I’m trying to say.”
“Really?”  She jabs an accusing finger towards Alex’s chest.  “Because it sounds like you’re saying you won’t let me in because you don’t have confidence that I’d be strong enough to handle what I saw.”
“That’s not — I know you’re strong, Graham, that’s not the point.”
“Then what’s the point, Alex?”  
Alex shakes her head.  “The point is… I’m not going to ask you to carry my burden for me.”
“Who said I would carry it for you?” snaps Graham.  “We all have to work out our own shit, Alex.  But that doesn’t mean we have to push everyone else away in order to do it.  Keeping secrets from me, from your friends, keeping us at arm’s length all the time — that’s not the same thing as being responsible for your shit.”
“I wasn’t trying to keep secrets from you…”
Graham quirks an eyebrow.
“What I mean is… goddammit.” Alex gives a frustrated grunt and turns in a circle; her hands go back up to the sides of her head, fingers digging through her hair for a moment before she again lets her arms fall.  She takes a breath, turns back to Graham, tries yet again.  “When I didn’t tell you about my granddad being sick, or the fact that my family was back in town… It wasn’t to keep secrets.  Or… it wasn’t only to keep secrets.  I was only trying to protect you.  From them.  Maybe… maybe from me, too.”
Graham narrows the distance between them again, uncrosses her arms and gently places her fingertips on Alex’s waist, just above her hips.  Her touch instantly sends a wave of heat through Alex, and Alex finds herself face-to-face with the one simple truth she’s always known about Graham, the truth she spent months denying before circumstances forced her to admit it to herself — she wants Graham.
“Maybe you had… other people in your life you needed to protect,” Graham says softly, and Alex is grateful that she didn’t bring Cassie’s name into the discussion again, “but you need to stop trying so hard to protect me.  You’re not going to scare me off.  And I’m a lot stronger than you’ve given me credit for.”  Her fingers fan out against Alex’s hips; her touch goes from ghosting against Alex’s shirt to something more substantial.  She drops her voice further.  “If anything, Alex, I’m going to protect you.”
Alex lets out a tense laugh, but doesn’t move away from Graham’s touch.  “From what?  My family?  My past?  I don’t think you — ”
“From yourself, of course,” Graham whispers.  Her eyes skip from Alex’s eyes to her lips and back again.  Graham closes the remaining distance between them, and Alex feels the pressure of a belt buckle pressing into the lower part of her stomach.  She sucks in a breath.
And as if that was the signal Graham was waiting for, one of the blonde’s hands curls into the small of Alex’s back, while the other finds its way to the back of Alex’s neck.  Her fingers dance along the shaved bottom half of Alex’s head, making Alex shiver and close her eyes, then two fingers lightly trace the scar from the motorcycle accident that runs down her neck to her collarbone.  Alex traps Graham’s hand against her collarbone and opens her eyes, only to find Graham’s blue eyes moist with tears and carefully studying Alex’s face.
“That’s the scar on the outside,” Alex whispers thickly as her own eyes begin to water.  “But there’s so many more on the inside.”
Graham exhales a shaky laugh.  “And you say you don’t have a way with words.”
“I’m serious, Graham.  I have so much… so much scar tissue inside.  What if you decide it’s too much?  What happens when you realize you’re in over your head?”
“I get to decide that, not you.”  Graham moves her hand out from under Alex’s and sends it skittering back up Alex’s neck, around to the back of her head.  She tugs gently, bringing Alex’s face closer to hers.  “Besides, I’ve been in over my head since the moment I laid eyes on you, Alex Woods.  Now shut up and kiss me, you hard-headed, beautiful girl.”
Alex leans in, smile growing against Graham’s lips.  There’s something wet against her cheeks, and she doesn’t know if it’s her tears or Graham’s.  She’s never cried in front of Graham before now, but she finds it doesn’t unnerve her as much as she thought it would.  Alex feels Graham’s soft lips part beneath hers, feels the gentle exploration of Graham’s tongue.  Somehow that gentle pressure makes the last of Alex’s defenses fall away, and in the next moment, her hands are on either side of Graham’s face, and she’s pressing a kiss into Graham so unreservedly passionate that it electrifies her whole body.  And because close just isn’t close enough, she keeps pushing them both forward without meaning to.  She doesn’t stop until she feels Graham bump into something behind her and let out a soft yelp into Alex’s mouth.
Alex opens her eyes.  She’s accidentally backed Graham into the porch bannister, and the blonde lets go of Alex to brace her hands on the railing behind her.  She bites her bottom lip — which does nothing to cool Alex’s blood — and studies Alex’s face.
“Wow… I don’t think you’ve ever kissed me like that before,” Graham says, voice barely audible.
Alex slides her hands down Graham’s arms until they come to rest atop the fingers curled around the railing.  There’s a long stretch of silence while Alex wrestles with words stuck between her heart and her throat, and her gaze lifts skyward for a moment before she can look back at Graham.  
Haltingly, cautiously, Alex says, “I think it’s… it’s because I just realized that I am utterly, hopelessly in love with you.”
Graham lets out a low, husky laugh.  “You’re so behind, Lex.  I realized I was hopelessly in love with you months ago.”
Alex takes a step back, surprised.  “You did?”
Graham reaches around Alex’s waist, laces her hands together in the small of Alex’s back and pulls her close again.  She grins.  “Yep.  Sure did.”
“You didn’t tell me you… felt that way.”
“No kidding.”
“Why not?”
Graham scoffs.  “You would’ve run so far away I would’ve needed to hire a private detective to ever find you again.  I knew you had to say it first.”
Alex smiles, and it’s soft, but there’s a sadness to it.  “I’m sorry, Graham.  I promise I won’t run from you again.”
Graham pulls down Alex down into another kiss, and it’s every bit as spine-tingling as the first one.  She nips at Alex’s bottom lip when she finally releases her.  “You’d better not,” she breathes into Alex’s ear.
Graham straightens, puts her hands on Alex’s shoulders and pushes her back far enough to look into her face without straining her neck.  “Now.  Are you going to introduce me to your granddad, or what?”
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Graham intuitively knows that the man she sees in the hospital bed, breathing tubes running across his face, monitor beeping rhythmically behind him, is but a shadow of who he once was.  And even as a sleeping shadow, his face ashen and sunken, there’s something about Alex’s grandfather that’s still formidable.  Graham imagines that, in his prime, Daniel Woods would’ve been the kind of man you wouldn’t cross.
Now, he’s just a dying old man in a hospital bed.
Graham trails behind Alex into the hospital room, and the astringent, antiseptic smells, poorly masked with sweet-smelling cleaning products, bring back flashes of bad memories as Graham’s mind speeds backward in time to her last hospital visit.
“I’m fine,” an almost-sober Graham tells the nurse.  “Where’s Mariana?  Where’s Jeff?  I need to see them!”
She pushes against the nurse, trying to stand up, but the woman forces her down into the bed impatiently.  
“You need to stay still,” the nurse says, ignoring the questions about Graham’s passengers.  “We need to clean up these cuts on your face.”
The fact that she’s deliberately avoided the question only increases Graham’s hysteria.  “Where’s Mariana? Where is she?!”
A touch on her shoulder brings her back to the present.  “I’m going to find something to eat,” Anika tells her.  “Do you want me to get you guys anything?”
She wonders how Anika can be hungry again already after her three-waffle breakfast.  Graham glances at Alex, whose hands are braced against the metal railing of the hospital bed as she leans silently over her grandfather.  
“A couple coffees would be good, I think,” Graham says quietly.
Anika nods and slips out, and Graham guesses that her trip to find food is likely just a pretense to give Alex and Graham some space.
Bless that girl, Graham thinks, and not for the first time.
In front of her, Alex lets out a tight breath and turns away from the bed.  She waves a hand from Graham to the man in the bed.  “Graham Griffin, Dan Woods.  Dan Woods, Graham Griffin.”  She swallows.  “He would’ve liked you.”
“Maybe he still will.”
Alex shakes her head.  “Don’t say that.  I know the end when I see it.”
Graham steps forward, wraps an arm around Alex’s waist and pulls her close.  Addressing the man in the bed, she says, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Woods.  Thank you for raising Alex.  You did a good job.”
His eyelids flutter, and Graham feels Alex tense beneath her grip.  But he doesn’t wake.
Eventually, Graham talks Alex into settling down into the one chair in the room.  Alex, who’s still recovering from sleep deprivation and a hangover, practically collapses into the chair.  She props her elbows on her knees and steeples her fingers beneath her chin, and Graham perches on the chair’s arm next to her, absent-mindedly stroking Alex’s hair while she gazes at Dan Woods and tries not to think about Sean and Mariana.
That’s how they’re sitting when a shortish, middle-aged nurse comes in.  Her scrubs are light blue, the top covered with cartoon cats.
“Oh,” she says when she sees the girls, halting a few feet from the couple.  She glances from Graham down to Alex.  “You’re back.”
Alex only nods.
The nurse bustles around Alex’s grandfather, checking instruments, reading notes.  “He woke up yesterday for a few minutes, not long after you left.  Which one are you — Linda or Alex?”
Alex sits up straighter.  “Alex.”
The nurse smiles.  “He was asking for you.”  She points a chubby finger in Graham’s direction.  “Does that make you Linda?”
“No.  I’m not… I’m just Alex’s friend.”
The smile on the nurse’s face broadens.  “Well, that’s probably good.  Because whoever Linda is, he’s pretty angry with her.”  She finishes whatever she’s doing next to Mr. Woods’s bed and takes a few steps towards the door.  “My name is Maureen,” she says, “and I’ll be just down hallway if you need anything.  Don’t hesitate to call.”  She turns to go.
“Hold on — before you go.  What did he say?” Alex asks.  “I mean, when he was asking for me, did he say anything else, or just my name?”
Maureen the nurse gives Alex a sympathetic frown.  “Not much else, I’m afraid.  He kept mumbling something about a woodshed.  Does that mean anything to you?  Then he would yell at whoever Linda is and say something about keeping her away from it.  But he didn’t say what ‘it’ was.”
Alex stands abruptly from her seat.  “I — we have to go,” she tells Maureen.    “You’ll call right away if he wakes up again?  I can give you my cell number.”  When Maureen nods, Alex turns to Graham.  “Where’d Anika go?  We need to get back home, right now.”
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Twenty minutes later, Alex’s out of the Volkswagen before Anika even has a chance to turn off the car.  And she’s jogging towards the back of the house before Graham makes it out of the backseat.
“Alex?  Where are you going?”
“Woodshed,” Alex answers without turning around.
Graham half-runs, half-walks towards Alex’s receding back, only catching up to her when she stops in front of a shed that looks like a miniature house in the backyard.  
“She’s already been in here,” Alex mutters to herself, pulling off an unlocked padlock and swinging open the door’s metal latch.  She throws the door open and steps inside the stuffy shed, reaching up to pull a dangling string attached to a industrial-style fluorescent light bulb.  
Graham steps in behind her as the light crackles and buzzes to life.  The interior of the shed is impressive.  Pushed against the far wall, opposite the front door, is a large table saw, the handmade plywood work table around it scarred with the marks of various projects.  A vise is attached to the far end of the work table; hanging neatly from hooks above the bench are various tools — a variety of hammers hang from one long hook; rulers, squares, and levels from another; bow saws of different sizes from a third.  There’s not a misplaced tool or film of sawdust anywhere to be seen, Graham notes.
Alex faces a metal filing cabinet pushed up against an adjacent wall.  “If she had the keys to the padlock, she had the keys to the filing cabinet,” she says, still mostly talking to herself.  She tries the top drawer, but it doesn’t open.  She tries the next three drawers.  All locked.  She slaps the side of the metal cabinet, which shudders with a hollow boom.  “Goddamn that woman!” she exclaims, then leans down, resting her forehead on the top of the filing cabinet.
Confused and concerned, Graham takes a few steps forward.  Alex hadn’t said a single word on the drive back from the hospital, but her agitation had been palpable.  
“What’s wrong?” Graham asks.  “And don’t you disappear on me again.  Explain to  me what’s happening here.”
Alex turns around slowly, slides a hand down her face before meeting Graham’s eyes.  “My grandpa… he’s a simple guy in certain ways, never went to college, but he was always super organized.  And all his important paperwork, he kept it in here.”  She pats the top of the filing cabinet.  “Like all the paperwork Rosemont gave me when I got my basketball scholarship.  That’s in here.  Along with everything else — his tax returns, his bank statements.  The deed to the house.  And…”  She swallows.  “Why didn’t I think of it sooner?”
“Think of what sooner?”
“If he wrote up a will, it would’ve been in here.”  Alex shakes her head, looking disgusted.  “But she would’ve known that, too.  And she got to it before I did.”
“She who, Alex?”
“Who else?”  She spins, lashes out at the side of the filing cabinet with a fist.  It leaves a dent, and she shakes her hand out.  “My fucking mother.”
Before Graham can react, Alex storms past her, slamming the door to the woodshed so hard that it bounces wide open again.  Graham turns off the fluorescent light and follows her enraged Norse warrior-goddess back into the yard, watching with a sinking feeling in her stomach as Alex charges towards the front of the house.
Graham closes the woodshed door and puts the padlock back on the latch without locking it, then walks briskly in the direction Alex just disappeared to.
Anika comes into view a few yards later, one eyebrow raised.  “What the fuck’s got into her this time?”
Graham shakes her head.  “She thinks her mom took her grandfather’s will.  And is… I don’t know, doing something to it.”
“Doing what to it?”
She shrugs.  “I don’t know.  Hiding it from her?  Changing it?  Who knows.  But I’m pretty sure things are about to go from bad to worse.”
They both turn their heads at the sound of screaming hinges and the front door being thrown open as Alex barges inside.  Graham and Anika meet eyes, the worries of each reflected in the other’s face.
“Fuck,” Anika says.  “Do I call the police first, or the fucking coroner’s office?”
“Come on.  We’d better stop her.”
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Another interlude
Thirteen years earlier — Somewhere south of Annapolis, Maryland
 
Eight year-old Alexis Woods waits nervously outside the principal’s office, pressing the dripping plastic bag of ice the nurse gave her to a swelling eye.  She’s rehearsing in her head what she’ll say when her grandfather comes out of the office.  She’ll make him understand.  She’ll tell him what that mean boy, Brian, said to her, and why she didn’t have any choice but to punch him in the stomach and push him over the seesaw.  And if she says it in just the right way, before Grandpa has a chance to talk to Gran about it, she might still avoid the inevitable spanking and grounding.  
The door to the office opens, and Alexis clambers to her feet instinctively.  Her grandfather steps out first, looking as impossibly tall and stern as he always does, and Alexis notes that the shadows under his dark eyes look a little deeper today.  The principal comes out right behind him, smiling at Grandpa and extending his hand to shake.  Grandpa takes the principal’s hands and pumps it once, firmly, then thanks him for his time.
“Sorry for the trouble,” Grandpa says.
But they don’t look that angry, Alexis thinks, and a bit of hope blooms in her chest.
However, the principal’s smile disappears when he looks down at Alexis.  The hope snuffs out.  
“I talked with your grandfather.  And he completely agreed with me when I said you’re suspended for the rest of the week.”  He waggles a finger near Alex’s face.  “After what happened last time, I’m surprised you still haven’t learned your lesson.  I hope you’ve learned it now.”
Alexis can tell he’s waiting for her to say something apologetic, so she lets her gaze fall humbly to her feet and she mumbles out, “Yessir, I’m sorry.”
He drops a thick hand onto her head and sort of ruffles her long brown hair, which she doesn’t like.  “I’ll see you on Monday, Alexis.”
Alexis nods and follows her grandfather out of the office, who leaves without even looking back to see if she’s following.
They’re in Grandpa’s black Toyota Tacoma pick-up truck before he speaks to her.  “Your Gran’s going to be disappointed,” he says.
Alexis adjusts the melting Ziploc bag of ice on her face and nods.  “Sorry.”
He grunts in response.  A minute passes, then he asks, “What happened today, Alexis?  What could’ve possibly made you think attacking that little boy was a good idea?”
“Brian said some bad words, and it was mean, and I… he made me.”  She knows right away her words didn’t come out right.  They never do when she’s nervous.
“He didn’t make you.  No one can make you do anything,” Dan Woods responds.  “Not unless he took your fist and drove it into his stomach himself.  We’re the only ones who can choose what we feel and what we don’t feel.”
Not able to hold it in anymore, and still stinging at the injustice of it all, Alexis exclaims, “But he said Christa was a dirty whore and Ricky was a loser and Mama’s nothing but a junkie and a drunk!  He said his daddy knew Mama when she was little and his daddy said he wasn’t surprised, and then — then he said I’d probably turn out just like her.”
“Who said that?” her grandfather asks sharply.  “Brian said you’d turn out to be just like her, or Brian’s daddy?”
Alexis shakes her head miserably.  “I don’t know.  Probably both.”
As they approach a stop light, Dan Woods cuts across two lanes of traffic to get into the left lane.  Out of the corner of her eye, Alexis sees the muscles of his jaws tighten.
“Where are we going?” she asks, because home is to the right, not to the left.  Suddenly she fears that a punishment worse than a spanking and a grounding might be on its way, but she can’t imagine what it might be, or why they have to turn left to get to it.
“You’re not anything like your mother, Alexis,” he says instead of answering her question.  “And Ricky isn’t a loser, and Christa is going to turn into a lovely young woman one day.  But,” he says, giving her a quick glance, “you do have a very bad temper.  Just like your old granddad used to.”
“But where are we going, Grandpa?”
“Just because someone says something wrong, you can’t just haul off and hit them.  The world doesn’t work that way, and you can’t just start a fight every time someone hurts your feelings.  I’m not saying you can’t ever defend yourself, mind, but you only do that when you’ve exhausted all your other options.  You hear what I’m telling you?”
She answers him the way she answered the principal.  “Yessir.”
They drive a few miles down a road Alexis isn’t familiar with, never speaking.  It’s not unusual for her and grandpa to go a long time without speaking.  She personally likes the comfortable silence that frequently falls between them.  And she suspects he does, too.
At last he turns into a parking lot, and Alex sees a Parks & Rec sign out front.
“Where are we going?” Alexis asks for a third time.
“You’ll see,” he says, pulling the truck into a space.
A few minutes later, he’s signing her up for her first basketball team.  When they leave and head back for the truck, he says, “From now on, you hit back with a basketball instead of your fist.  You need to prove something, you do it on a court or on a field or on a track.  Understand?”
Alexis nods, even though she’s not entirely sure that she does understand.  She can’t figure out how or why they went from the principal’s office to the Parks & Rec office, and she definitely can’t figure out what basketball has to do with Brian calling her sister a dirty whore and her mother a junkie.
“And don’t tell your grandmother you’re suspended or that you joined a basketball team today.  Not quite yet.”
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And now we head back to the present day
Still somewhere south of Annapolis, Maryland
 
Linda Woods is in the kitchen with Christa and the kids, eating leftover fried chicken, when Alex bursts in through the front door and crosses the distance from the door to the kitchen’s edge in a few long-legged strides.
“I want the keys to the filing cabinet in the woodshed now,” she says, looking straight at her mother.
Her mother studies her silently for a few seconds, neatly wipes chicken grease from her face with the edge of a napkin.  “We wondered where you’d gone off to.  Tina said you left with those girls who came by yesterday?”
“The keys,” Alex growls, holding out an open palm.  She’s so focused on her mother that she doesn’t hear Graham and Anika slip into the house behind her.  
“Oh, hon.”  Linda Woods sighs deeply.  “What are you so hot-and-bothered about this time?  I thought we said we had a truce.”
“Answer the question, Mom.  Where are the keys to the filing cabinet in Grandpa’s woodshed?”
She shrugs, cuts her eyes away from Alex’s angry face back to her plate of cold chicken.  “Honestly… I can’t remember what I did with those.  Why don’t you sit down — have a bite to eat.  Then when we’re done, we can look for those keys together.”
“You’re stalling,” Alex says, her hands curling into fists.  If Tina and Joey Junior weren’t sitting right there, she would knock the drumstick from her mother’s fingers and haul her bodily off her chair.  Alex is sure her mother knows where those keys are, and also knows why Alex is looking for them.  She opens her mouth to say as much, but a light touch on her rigid forearm stops her.
“Hi,” a voice says behind her.  “I guess I should introduce myself.  I’m Graham.  You must be Alex’s mom… And I guess you’re her big sister, right?”
Linda, Christa, and both kids turn their attention onto Graham and Anika.  Graham takes a step forward, so that she’s standing next to Alex.  One hand stays on her forearm; the other moves around to Alex’s hip.  It’s a gesture of possession and intimacy, a brightly lit sign Graham places in front of Alex’s family so that it’s clear what Graham’s relationship is to their daughter, sister, aunt.
“Graham — ” Alex starts, because she doesn’t need to get involved, doesn’t need to defend her, but Graham only squeezes her wrist.
“Lovely to meet you, Graham,” Linda Woods says pleasantly.  “We hardly ever get to meet Lexi’s friends.  You’d almost get the idea she doesn’t want us to meet them.” She titters with charming laughter, and Alex grinds her teeth together so hard that she worries she’ll crack a tooth.  “Graham…” Linda muses.  “What an unusual name.  Pretty, though.”
“It’s a family name.  Someone’s maiden name a few generations back.”  Graham turns to Tina and Joey Junior.  “And are you Alex’s niece and nephew?”  They nod and Graham smiles at them.  “She didn’t even tell me she had nieces and nephews until today.”
“Really?” Christa says, tilting her head at Alex with an expression that’s halfway between hurt and surprise.  “They’re the only two she’s got.”  She chuckles.  “Unless Ricky has some kids hidden away somewhere we don’t know about.  Or kids he doesn’t know about.  Which, with him, is entirely possible.”
Graham shares Christa’s light laugh, but Alex knows it’s fake, because the hand resting on Alex’s hip tightens slightly, bunching the fabric of Alex’s shirt.  Something about the gesture puts Alex at ease, because it means Graham isn’t aiming to simply placate her family.
She’s up to something, Alex realizes in a flash of understanding.  But what?
“You look just like your mom,” Graham says to Joey Junior.  “And you,” she says to Tina, “are like a miniature version of your Aunt Alex.  Oh — and do you guys know Anika?” Graham asks, gesturing at the tall girl still looming over Alex’s shoulder.
Everyone shakes their heads.
Anika lifts a tentative hand.  “Anika Singh.  I play ball with Alex at Rosemont.”
“Singh…” Linda repeats, looking over Anika.  “Is that… Where are you from, originally?”
“Ohio,” Anika replies, and out of the corner of her eye, Alex sees her smirk.
“Huh, alright,” Linda says.  “I would’ve thought, with your unusual features, and your last name, I thought maybe you — ”
“My Dad’s Nepalese.  My Mom’s black.”
Linda lifts an eyebrow.  “That’s quite the — ”
“Are you guys staying in town for a while?” Christa asks, cutting her mother off before she can say something predictably offensive.  She addresses her question to Graham and Anika.  “Because if you are, you should stay here.  It’s a little crowded right now, but I’m sure we could make space for two more.  Cheaper than a hotel.”
Alex is growing tired of the chit-chat.  All she really wants is to get into that filing cabinet.  “We don’t have time for this,” she mutters.  It’s a statement directed at all of them and none of them. 
The hand on her hip loosens, gives her a subtle pat.  A signal from Graham to be patient, she guesses.
“Sorry for Alex’s bad mood,” Graham says, smiling apologetically.  “I hear you guys had a good time last night.  I think her head’s still paying for it.”
Linda guffaws.  Leans out from her chair and slaps Alex lightly on her side.  “My youngest!  Such a lightweight!  Went to bed way before the rest of us last night.  If you want to keep up in this family, Lexi, you’re going to have to do better than that.”   
The hand on Alex’s hip goes from loose to a tight fist, the fabric of her shirt pulling against her stomach.  But Graham tries to share Linda’s laugh anyway.  To Alex’s ears, it sounds strained.  
A moment passes.  Christa and Linda go back to their chicken.  Joey Junior and Tina continue to eat, too, keeping a wary eye on Graham, Alex, and Anika.  
“So, listen,” Graham says.  “You guys are eating and we really don’t want to bother you, but we do need to get into that filing cabinet soon.  If you just tell me where the keys are, I can go get them and we’ll get out of your hair.”
Linda seems to think about this for a second, takes a sip of what looks like iced tea.  Spiked ice tea, Alex bets.  But before Linda can answer Graham, the front door opens and Ricky comes in.  His hands are filled with a large McDonald’s bag and a tray of three coffee cups.  He’s wearing the same white t-shirt and jeans he was in yesterday and still doesn’t look like he’s taken a shower.  The only difference in his appearance is the puffy purple bags beneath his eyes.
He stops when he sees the his sister and her friends standing at the edge of the kitchen.
“Maggot,” he says affectionately.  “Thought you were still at the hospital.  Woulda brought you some coffee if I’d known you were going to be here.”
Alex fights back an urge to run and hide, because the two worlds she’s worked so hard to keep separate are colliding uncontrollably and it makes her feel dizzy and out of control.  
This is what she’s feared most since leaving for Annapolis without telling Graham — that Graham would meet her family, realize what a dysfunctional disaster they are, and subsequently realize Alex is a dysfunctional disaster, too.  It was bad enough that Graham showed up on her doorstep yesterday and had that tense run-in with Ricky; now Graham and Anika are standing in the living room of her childhood home, surrounded by the five people Alex dreads the most.  The five people who, other than her granddad, are her only real family.  The five people who she can never quite figure out — does she love them?  Or does she hate them?  She bounces between wanting to defend them, wanting to be connected to them, and wanting to cut them out of her life completely and permanently.  
She never manages to settle on one of those options permanently, and so she wonders:  Is it possible to both love them and hate them simultaneously?  
Ricky nods at Graham and Anika coolly.  “So you two are back,” he observes.
“Yep,” Graham says, and this time there’s no hiding the strain in her voice.  
It’s as plain as day to Alex — Graham can’t stand Ricky.  Alex feels herself retreat further inside, inexplicably ashamed, even as the reassuring pressure on her hip increases.
Ricky steps around the girls and sets the bag and tray of coffee down on the small table where his mother, sister, niece, and nephew sit.  He sticks out a hand to Graham.
“We haven’t officially met.  I’m Ricky.”
Graham looks at the hand but doesn’t take it.  “So I’ve gathered.”
Anika reaches around Graham, shakes the outstretched hand before it becomes too awkward, hanging in space alone.  “Anika Singh,” she says.
“Nice to meet you.”  He shakes Anika’s hand, turns back to Graham.  “And you are…?”
“The girlfriend of the woman you keep calling ‘maggot.’”
Everyone in the room except for Alex and Graham laughs at this, even Joey Junior and Tina.  Linda and Ricky’s laughs are the loudest.
When Ricky’s hyena cackle comes to a stop, he says, “You didn’t let me explain yesterday.  Maggot’s what I’ve been calling Lexi since we were kids.  Since she was in diapers.  It’s a — whaddya call it?  A term of something.”
“A term of endearment,” Christa supplies.
“Yeah.  That,” Ricky says, nodding and smiling at Graham.  “Only call her that because she’s the littlest.  The baby.  The squirmy little maggot we all had to take care of.”  Ricky sits down at the table and starts pulling Egg McMuffins and sausage biscuits out of the McDonald’s bag, distributing them around the table before unwrapping his own.  
He takes a sip of his coffee before glancing around at the faces surrounding him.  “So.  Are we all going to the hospital together to see Gramps or what?  I still kinda feel like shit from last night; wouldn’t mind waiting another hour or two.”
“He might not have two more hours,” Alex says.  “We saw him earlier.  I think he could go at any time.”
As if this statement jogs Linda’s memory of their earlier conversation, she turns to her son.  “Rick.  Where are the keys to the filing cabinet in the woodshed?”
He pats the pockets of his jeans.  “Shit.  I don’t know.  Why?”
“Alex needs them.”
Ricky looks at Alex curiously, wipes crumbs from his wispy facial hair.  “For what?”
“For the paperwork that’s inside,” she answers.
Ricky swallows a bite of biscuit, takes another sip of coffee.  “What paperwork?  You mean like Gramps’s will?”
The statement seems to echo through the kitchen, drawing down a thick fog of tension around the group.
Alex shrugs as casually as she’s able, knowing that if she says the wrong thing, she’ll never get the keys to that cabinet.  “Amongst other things.”
Ricky looks directly at Alex, and she sees the challenge in his muddy brown eyes right away.  “Well, the will’s gone.  Mom and I got it and burned it right when we got here.  It was the first thing we did.”  He sips some more coffee, as if his comments are casual, everyday breakfast table conversation, like talking about the day’s weather.  “It was unofficial, too, looks like he printed it off the Internet at the library.  And you know how he felt about lawyers.  So I doubt there’s another copy anywhere.”  A snarky grin spreads across his face.  “You’ll be happy to know, though, that he was planning on leaving everything to you.  And I do mean everything — the house, his savings, whatever shit he’s got squirreled away in his safety deposit b — ”
The blood pounds in Alex’s ears, and the present falls away.  She’s back at Grounders, swinging a right hook into Brendan’s face.  She’s back at the playground, punching Brian in the gut for calling her family names.  She’s back on her first basketball team, learning how to cram every hurt feeling into a reckless, kamikaze drive towards the basket.
Except there’s no basketball to hit back with.
She roars and dives for Ricky.



40
 
Later, well after the chaos that erupts in the kitchen of Alex’s childhood home, it will occur to Graham that the burst of violence was essentially inevitable, as inevitable as a teapot’s whistle once the steam building inside it hits a critical mass.
How could I not have expected that to happen? she’ll ask herself as she fusses over the bruises on Alex’s face and ribs, dabs hydrogen peroxide on the long cut slashing down Alex’s cheek.
But in the actual moment, from the time Ricky smugly admits that he and Linda burned the will that had promised Alex everything, until the second that Anika and Graham, working together, finally manage to wrestle Alex off her brother and drag her from the kitchen, in the actual moment, Graham’s as shocked as everyone else, and following the chorus of shouts, curses, and alarmed cries, her scream mingles with Tina’s like a final, punctuating exclamation point.
It’s clear at first that Alex has the upper hand; she’s taller than Ricky, heavier than him due to the sheer muscle mass of spending nearly every day of her college career either at basketball practice or in the weight room.  The momentum of her Superman-style dive knocks him out of his chair and into the wall before his surprised yelp of “What the fuck” can even make it from his mouth.  In less than three seconds, and in a fashion that reminds Graham way too much of the brawl at Grounders, Alex’s fists piston into his face once, twice, three times.
But by the third punch, Linda Woods is on her feet, charging with all the ferocity of a mother bear, shouting at Alex to “Get off of him, you stupid, self-centered little bitch!” as Tina and Joey Junior scuttle backwards out of their grandmother’s way with frightened gasps.  Christa, for her part, seems too stunned to do much of anything at all; she stands so quickly that she knocks her chair onto the floor with a clatter, and wrings her hands in front of her with a look on her face that says she doesn’t know what to do or who to fight for.
One of Alex’s hands is about to deliver a fourth punch to her brother’s face, but Linda gets to her first.  She twines a hand into Alex’s thick, wavy brown hair and yanks back as hard as she can, succeeding in pulling Alex off-balance enough for Ricky to shove himself back and out from under her.
Alex isn’t even all the way off her brother when Graham hears Anika yell, “Oh-no-the-fuck-you-didn’t!” She brushes past Graham, grabs Linda.  Anika has Linda by a forearm; Linda has Alex by the hair; Alex is shouting and clawing at the space that Ricky occupied a moment earlier; and the whole thing would be nearly Three Stooges laughable if not for the fact that Ricky has enough presence of mind to grab Christa’s overturned chair.
He stands up with it, swinging the bottom of the front left leg into Alex’s face as he does.  Alex loses the last of her balance when the chair’s foot drags against her cheek and opens up a gash; she pinwheels backwards and lands hard against her mother, sending both Linda and Anika sprawling like dominos onto the floor between the stove and the kitchen table.
Ricky’s face is already swelling from the pounding it endured from Alex’s fists, and spittle flies from his lips when he shouts at her, “You don’t get to have it all!  You don’t!” 
And Graham knows what’s coming when he hoists the chair over his head and brings it down towards Alex in a deadly arc.  Without any of Alex’s grace, Graham stumbles forward, arms outstretched like she’s hailing a cab or catching a frisbee, and all she remembers thinking is that she needs to get in between the chair and Alex, before the downward swing of that chair smashes into that precious tough-kind / hard-soft / strong-sensitive face that Graham cherishes so much.
It must be adrenaline that protects her when the chair smashes into her arms instead of Alex’s face, because she barely feels the impact.  But not feeling the impact doesn’t stop the chair from knocking her sideways anyway, and she’s tripping over Alex’s outstretched legs and landing hard on her knees and palms a second later.
The sight of Graham’s fall apparently refreshes Alex’s bloodlust, because she screams wordlessly at Ricky for a second time before launching herself from the floor and snatching the top of the chair before he can recover to swing again.  They wrestle over the chair for a second before Alex finally manages to rip it from his hands and hurl it at him.  He cowers instinctively, turning sideways and lifting his arms to shield his head and face, crying out when the chair strikes him in the side before it falls to the floor between him and Alex.  Alex gives him no time to recover; she kicks the chair away and closes on Ricky again, grabbing him by his dirty white t-shirt.  She curls her fists into the material and slams him against the wall between the kitchen and the living room, ignoring the curses her mother is spitting, the pleas of her sister to stop, and Anika’s call of “Enough, Alex!” from across the room.
“He tried to help you!” she yells in Ricky’s face.  “He tried to help you, but you ran back to her!”
Graham’s pulling herself from the floor by this point, ignoring the throbbing of her knee and arm and palms as she stumbles towards Alex, calling her name.
“It could’ve been yours, too, it could’ve been both of ours, but you didn’t want it!”  She slams him against the wall again, and his head bounces dangerously close to a shelf a few inches above.  The decorative plate sitting on it rattles perilously on its stand.  “You spat on his generosity!  You spat on his love!  We could’ve been a real family, goddamn you!  You were the one who kept fucking it up!”
Graham’s arms encircle Alex’s waist, tugging back, and Anika’s big hands are reaching over her, prying Alex’s fingers off the white t-shirt, repeating, “Enough.  Enough.  Enough…” until Alex’s grip finally starts to loosen.
Together, Graham and Anika wrench Alex off Ricky.  They almost manage to get her out of the kitchen when he recovers himself.  He spins, spits directly in Alex’s face, and it takes all of Anika’s strength and some of Graham’s to keep her from charging him again.
“You’re the one who left!” he screams.  “You’re the one who left Mom!  She needs us, she always has!  Don’t lecture me about a real family when you’re the one who ran away!”
He’s still shouting, and Alex is still trying to break free of the grip of her friends, but they pull her from the kitchen anyway, then drag her from the house, and then, as if they’d agreed upon it as a contingency plan ahead of time, they drag her without speaking all the way to the backseat of Anika’s Volkswagen.  
Anika gets in the driver’s seat, but Graham doesn’t get in the front; she stays in the back with Alex, embracing her tightly even though she’s still struggling and pushing at Graham’s arms, embracing her despite protests, embracing even as Anika backs the car out of the parking spot, shifts gears, and heads out of the long driveway towards the main road.
The smooth texture of the asphalt beneath the tires seems to soothe Alex, and she finally stills in Graham’s arms.  A moment later, she pulls away, into her own seat, and Graham lets her.
She touches a finger lightly to her cheek, and it comes back sticky with blood.
Graham sucks in a breath.  “Your face… you’re covered in blood.”
Alex gazes hazily at Graham, eyes lingering on the blood smeared across the blonde girl’s t-shirt.  “Where are we going?” she asks, her voice nearly groggy.
Graham sees Anika’s eyes flash in the rearview mirror.  
“Based on all the fucking blood pouring down your face, not to mention the shiner you’re going to have, I’d say we may as well head back to the hospital,” Anika says.
Graham leans into the front seat, fishing her forgotten purse from the floorboard of the passenger’s side before sitting back next to Alex.  She digs out a handful of mostly clean napkins from her purse and mops up the blood on Alex’s face.  Alex stays still, not fighting her, not helping her.
When most of the blood is gone, Graham presses the sticky wad of napkins against the long cut the chair made running down Alex’s cheek.  
“Here,” she says, taking one of Alex’s lifeless hands from her lap and pressing it to the napkins.  “Press hard, okay?”
Alex obeys without a word.
Graham pulls up the edge of Alex’s shirt, pulling it up to the bottom edge of her bra, gently testing the rising welts along Alex’s ribcage with her fingertips, keeping close watch on the glassy green eyes for any indication of pain.
“Jesus, Griffin,” Anika says from the driver’s seat, studying Graham in the rearview mirror.  “You’d think you could at least wait ’til we get back to the hotel before you start undressing her.  I mean, I know watching the Commander punch people has a tendency to turn you on and all, but…”
“Not a good time for jokes, Anika,” Graham mutters.
Anika chuckles but doesn’t speak again.
“They burned it,” Alex says, her voice barely above a whisper.  “I should’ve thought… I should’ve known… I should’ve checked the filing cabinet as soon as I got here, I don’t know why I didn’t…”
“Shh,” Graham soothes.  She presses her fingers against a particularly angry red mark on Alex’s ribcage, earning an immediate flinch from Alex.
“I should’ve…” Alex begins again.
Graham places her cool palm against the inflamed mark on Alex’s ribs.  “Shh, Alex.  We’ll figure this out.  I promise we will.”
Thirty minutes later, sitting in a hospital room next to the pale, shrunken form of Alex’s sleeping grandfather, dabbing at Alex’s face with the gauze and hydrogen peroxide left to her by the nurse, Graham wonders if she’ll have to go back on her promise.
She finds it hard to imagine things getting any more grim than this.



41
 
First the nurse tells Graham that she can’t give her anything for the cuts on Alex’s face — something about hospital liability and insurance and something else that Alex doesn’t really catch.  
Honestly, Alex doesn’t care.  She’s fine with the wad of napkins still pressed to her face, even though little flecks of paper have started sticking to the tacky cut.  She doesn’t mind bleeding.  She doesn’t mind the cut or the pain.  It’s the only thing she can feel at the moment.  Everything else is numb and cloudy, like the feeling of waking unexpectedly from a deep sleep.  Her mind is devoid of feelings and thoughts, save one:
They burned it.
The idea echoes inside her skull, inside her hollow chest.
The nurse gives Alex a concerned glance when she comes back in, but it barely registers.  And the words the nurse speaks to Graham, the question in her voice, also go unprocessed.  For all Alex knows, they talk about baseball.  Or the weather.  Or…
They burned it.  They’ll take everything now.
Alex’s eyes fall on her grandfather, still sleeping but not comatose, if what the nurse said earlier can actually be believed.  But Alex isn’t sure that he’ll ever wake up again.  
And she’s let him down.  That will be what she remembers his death by.
Graham says something, touches her chin lightly.  When she doesn’t answer, Graham turns Alex’s face towards her own.
“Alex?”
Alex blinks, forcing Graham to come into focus.
“Lex, she gave me some hydrogen peroxide after all.  I’m going to clean your cut up and then put some bandages on it, okay?”
Alex meets Graham’s blue-grey eyes, which are bright with concern and searching Alex’s face for a response.  Something in the gaze makes Alex’s heart twinge with fresh guilt over everything she’s put Graham through already.
“What?” Graham asks.  “What are you thinking?”
Alex swallows thickly.  “That all I’ve given you so far is — ”
“Oh no you don’t,” Graham says, giving Alex’s chin a little shake.  “You’re not starting with that again.  If that’s all you have to say, then just shut up and let me clean this cut in peace.”
Alex’s mouth tightens around the unsaid words.  
Apparently misinterpreting her clenching jaw, Graham smiles sweetly and reminds her, “My mom’s a doctor, remember?  I’ve been first-aid certified since I was eleven.”
Alex rests a hand on Graham’s knee, squeezes.  “Thank you, Graham.  Really.  For  this, and for having more patience with me than I — ”
“Alex, I swear-to-God, if you end that sentence with ‘deserve,’ I’m going to slap you so hard you’re going to need bandaids on the other side of your face.”
Alex lets out a breath that’s almost a laugh, and the hollow feeling in her chest starts to dissipate, the cold, empty space filling up with the warmth of affection for the blue-eyed girl in front of her.  The subtle shift in Alex’s demeanor seems to relax Graham a bit.  She goes back to dabbing hydrogen peroxide onto the cut.
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Alex doesn’t say another word to Graham the whole time she works on her face.    She’d lightened up for a moment when Graham threatened to slap her, but now she’s back to the motionless silence, and Graham can’t quite tell if Alex is plotting someone’s murder, beating herself up over the will, or both.
Graham gingerly tests the darkening bruises on Alex’s ribs again, but as far as she can tell, nothing’s broken.  She supposes she’ll know if she’s wrong in a couple more days, depending on Alex’s pain levels and the bruise marks.  Worst case scenario, she’ll force Alex to pay a visit to her mother, not that she particularly wants her mother to meet Alex for the first time while examining her for a broken rib.
After Graham’s taped the last X onto Alex’s face, she tells her she’s going to the bathroom.  Alex nods, but Graham’s not entirely sure that the girl heard her.  Graham plants a kiss into Alex’s thick brown hair anyway, then leaves the room, shutting the door softly behind her.
Anika’s sitting in the waiting area a few yards away, slouching back in a chair that’s entirely too small for her, one ankle resting on the opposite knee while she flips through a magazine.
Graham glances at the magazine’s cover as she walks up.  “Cosmo?  ‘Twelve Tips to Tell if He’s Cheating’?”
Anika closes the magazine and tosses it back onto the messy pile on the end table beside her.  She grins up at Graham and shrugs.  “I read Cosmo for the beauty tips, duh.  And also because Jenny’s like, totally fucking addicted to this shit.  Reading this is the closest I can come to spying on her.”
Graham drops into the seat next to Anika, rubbing her forehead.  She glances down at the blood stains covering her chest and sighs.  She really liked this t-shirt.  Maybe she’d still be able to get the blood out if she borrows some stain remover from Rosita.
Mostly to distract herself, she asks Anika, “How long have you been with Jenny?”
“Since New Year’s Eve, junior year in high school.  That’s, like…  Fuck, that’s five years already.”
“What’s she like?”
Anika leans back, laces her hands behind her head, gazes at the drop-tile hospital ceiling.  “She’s sweet.  Like, really fucking sweet, like picks up stray dogs off the road and pays their vet bills sweet.”  
The description makes Graham smile.  “And addicted to reading Cosmo?”
Anika nods.  “And Elle and Vogue and chick flicks and chick lit and whatever else.”
“Doesn’t seem much like your style.”
“It’s not,” Anika agrees, shrugging.  “We’re different in almost every way you can think of.  Opposites attract and all that shit.  Probably the only thing we have in common is that we’re from the same podunk little town in Ohio.  But she brings out the best in me, you know?  Maybe it sounds like bull, but, honestly, she makes me want to be a better person.”
“What do you think…” Graham starts, but changes her mind and falls silent.
Anika unlaces her hands from behind her head and looks at Graham curiously.  “What do I think what?”
“Nothing.”
“Like fuck nothing.  Spit it out — what were you going to ask?”
Graham sighs.  “She makes you want to be a better person, and she’s incredibly sweet, I get what you see in her, but — and I mean, Anika, don’t take it the wrong way — but what do you think she gets out of being with you?”
Anika throws her head back and laughs.  “The fuck if I know, Griffin.  I’m just lucky she seems to get something out of being with me, especially since we only see each other summers and holidays nowadays and have to fucking Skype the rest of the time.  Long-distance relationships are fucking hard.  We’ve spent more time in our relationship apart than together at this point; sometimes I wonder why we’re still putting up with each other.”  
Her laughter dies and her face grows more serious.  “What does she get from being with me…” she muses, almost to herself.  After thinking a moment, she says, “I stop her from taking herself so seriously.  I’m the only one who can calm her down when she’s on her way to giving herself a fucking panic attack.  And I’m there for her.  Even when she’s being a little shit.  She knows I’d drop everything and be at her side in a second, if she really needed me.”  
Graham nods, at this last statement, because based on what she’s learned about Anika over the last forty-eight hours, she knows it’s the truth.  Anika would do anything for Alex; Graham can only imagine the lengths she’d be willing to go to for Jenny.
Anika leans forward, rests her forearms on her knees thoughtfully.  “What do you get out of being with Alex, Griff?  Besides getting to play doctor each time she gets into a fight and stopping her from self-destructing every-other week?”
Graham pinches the bridge of her nose and closes her eyes.  “Can we not psychoanalyze my relationship right now?  At least until we get home?  I’ve already spent enough time today talking with Rosita about it.  Right now, I just want to see if there’s anything we can do to help Alex.  She wasn’t exaggerating when she said her family was fucked-up.”
Anika sits up straight and snaps her fingers.  “Shit, about that:  I almost forgot, Jenny texted me some stuff she found online.”  She pulls her phone from her pocket, switches the screen on and hands it to Graham.
Graham’s eyes light up when she thumbs through the webpage that Jenny sent to Anika, an idea already forming as she reads.
“This is perfect,” she tells Anika without looking up.
Anika grins.  “Toldya my girl’s sweet.”
A few minutes later, Graham’s leaning over the counter at the nurse’s station, scribbling quickly but neatly on the blank piece of paper nurse Maureen gave to her.  Graham’s already quizzed Maureen for a few minutes and explained what she’ll need from the nurse; happily, Maureen’s sympathetic and agrees to help.
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The funeral for Daniel Woods is held on a rainy Monday afternoon, which means that neither Graham nor Anika can accompany Alex to it.  Graham has already used up her probation officer’s goodwill for the month; Anika has her first final exam that day, as do the other Lady Raiders, and while some of them offered to reschedule so they could be there, Alex wouldn’t allow it.  Playing basketball makes keeping up with their academics hard enough already, and truthfully, most of them are probably happy to have an excuse not to travel all the way to Maryland for the funeral of a man they met only once or twice in passing, anyway.
The two people who do show up to the funeral, however, are Rosita Reyes and Gus.
“Thank you for coming.  You really didn’t have to,” Alex says, stiff and overly formal, when they walk through the funeral parlor door.  Graham had told her Rosita planned on joining Gus for the trip up, so her presence isn’t a surprise, but it’s still touching.  Alex holds out her hand to shake Rosita’s.  She’s shaken a lot of hands this afternoon; reaching out her palm is nearly a reflex at this point.
Rosita ignores the hand and immediately wraps Alex up in a tight embrace.  “Even if Graham hadn’t threatened me with my life if I refused to come, I’d still be here,” she says.  “I’m sorry your other friends couldn’t make it.  When I heard their exam week started today and Graham got all mopey when her P.O. turned her request down, I volunteered.”
“Thank you.”  Alex’s return hug is a little awkward, but happily Rosita lets her go after only a second.  Gus steps forward and gives her a bear hug, so tight that she winces in pain as he squeezes her still-bruised ribs.
“Gus,” she gasps, “cracked rib…”
He lets go immediately, setting her back on her feet.  “Sorry.  Somehow forgot what a delicate flower you are.”
Rosita laughs, and even Alex lets out half of a chuckle.  It’s not much, but it’s the lightest she’s felt all day.  Gus pats her shoulder with a thick hand, grinning at her.  She gives him a crooked smile in return.
She’d let him crack another three or four ribs, if that’s what it takes to keep the two of them by her side.
The funeral service itself is mercifully short; the little funeral parlor chapel is only half-full, and no one except the preacher makes any protracted speeches.  Alex sits in the front pew, Rosita beside her and Gus next to Rosita.  Her two friends provide a barrier between her and the rest of the Woods clan; Joey Junior and Tina sit beyond Gus, then Christa, then Ricky, then a sniffling — occasionally loudly sobbing — Linda Woods.  Ricky has an arm around his mother’s shoulders, and once in a while he leans over to whisper something comforting in her ear.
Alex assumes her mother is drunk, but at this point, she’s beyond caring.  At least, that’s what she tells herself.  Her mother is drunk most days; just to watch her favorite reality TV shows, she has at least two beers, so why wouldn’t she be completely plastered for her father’s funeral?
Especially after Linda found out that she’d no longer be the one to inherit the house, the savings, the cars, the life insurance policy.  Alex thinks wryly that she’d probably be sobbing, too, if she were Linda.
Nurse Maureen, whom Graham declared a bona fide saint before she’d had to go back home, had been right in the end:  Daniel Woods really wasn’t in a coma.  And, as Maureen had said so often happened with the dying, he regained consciousness long enough to give Alex a final, proper good-bye.  Because Alex had refused to leave his bedside and return home after the fight, she and Graham were both there when his eyelids fluttered open for the last time.
 
#
 
“He’s waking up,” Graham says, prodding Alex in the arm just as she’d been about to fall into her own slumber.
Alex is on her feet and at his side instantaneously, reaching out a gentle hand to stroke his head.  “Grandpa?” she inquires softly.
“Alex,” he rasps, reaching for her hand.
She takes it.  “You’re awake.”
He nods almost imperceptibly.  Alex’s eyes water momentarily, but she pushes the tears away in the next moment, forcing them back down into her chest.  A warm hand presses into the small of her back, and Graham appears at her shoulder.
“This is Graham, Grandpa.  The one I told you about.  Before you got sick.”
Dan Woods blinks a few times, trying to bring Graham into focus.  “Ah, yes,” he manages after a moment, offering up a weak smile.  “Hello, Graham.”
“Hello, Mr. Woods.  Pleased to meet you.”
“Glad to finally meet you, too.”  His smile grows crookedly, and his eyes glint with the charming impishness Alex inherited from him.  “You’re every bit as beautiful as Alex said you were.”
Graham flushes with something between embarrassment and pride.
His answering chuckle morphs into a fit of wheezing coughing, and each one is like an iron band tightening around Alex’s chest, as if she’s struggling to breathe for him.
Realizing this may be her last opportunity to talk with him, and wanting him to know what she now knows, Alex says boldly, “I’m going to spend the rest of my life with Graham.”
Blonde hair whips in Alex’s direction as Graham turns her head in surprise, but Alex doesn’t take her eyes off her grandfather.  Weak after the coughing fit, his mouth twitches into the ghost of a smile, and his eyes shift slowly back to Graham.
“Good,” he says.  “Treat her right.”
“I…” Graham begins.
“Not you,” he says to Graham.  He lifts his chin in Alex’s direction.  “Her.”
“I will treat her right,” Alex agrees with a smile.  “I promise.”  Next to her, she hears Graham let out a sniffle.  Alex swallows thickly, because there’s something else they still have to discuss in this final conversation, and it’s far less pleasant.  “Grandpa… Mom and Ricky… they burned the will you made.”
His dark eyes flash, and for a moment, she can see an echo of the steel that made Dan Woods, Dan Woods.  The comforting presence of Graham’s hand on her back disappears as her girlfriend disengages from Alex long enough to press the call button.  
“Linda…” he says, then breaks off into another fit of coughing for a few seconds before he can continue.  “I failed her.  And she failed you.  I’m so sorry, Alex.”
“You don’t have anything to apologize for,” Alex says — and goddammit, the tears are trying to push their way up again.  She takes a breath, focuses on her priority.  “And about the will… Graham got an idea from one of our friends.”
Nurse Maureen enters the room and stands next to Graham, both of them keeping a respectful distance from grandfather and granddaughter.  Graham fiddles with the piece of paper she’d written on earlier and uncaps a pen.  
Alex nods at the two of them before returning her attention to her grandfather.  “We did some research and found out that a handwritten will is legal in the state of Maryland, as long as it follows Maryland state law.  So we rewrote it.  Can I read it to you?”
He nods, and Alex takes the sheet of paper from Graham, reading out the legalese they’ve copied from a website and stopping every few seconds to make sure her grandfather understands what it means.  He nods his approval when Alex finishes and adds his weak, shaky signature on the line Graham’s drawn for him.  Graham takes it back from him, signs her name as a witness, then hands it to Maureen, who does the same.
Alex sighs in relief.  “There.  It’s fixed now.”
Her grandfather takes her hand again, only smiles in response.
“There’s one last thing,” Alex says.  “After you… when you’re gone, I want to give the house to Christa.  Joey and Tina, they’re good kids, and living out here gets them farther away from Mom and Ricky.  And I want to take the money from the life insurance policy and turn it into a college fund for them.  Are you happy with that?”
Out of her peripheral vision, she sees Graham set the handwritten will down carefully on one of the chairs before she steps back up beside Alex.  She loops an arm around Alex’s waist and gives her an approving squeeze.  Alex hadn’t mentioned giving the house and the money to Christa and the kids to anyone until now; Graham’s eyes shine in a way that say she couldn’t be any prouder of Alex.
Dan Woods nods and squeezes her hand.  “I trust your judgment,” he wheezes.  “You’re the best of me.”
And that’s the moment when Alex finally breaks, unable to hold the tears back any longer.  She maintains her dignity as best she can, refusing to sob, refusing to allow her face to contract in pain, but silent tears roll down her cheeks nonetheless.  The arm squeezing her waist tightens, and behind her, Maureen slips out of the room.
“I’m tired,” her grandfather says.  “I think I’m going to go back to sleep for a while.”
Alex stays rooted to the spot beside his bed until he stills, ragged breaths lengthening as sleep reclaims him.  Only then does she straighten.
She turns to Graham and points to the room’s small bathroom.  “I need to… I want to clean up my face before the nurse comes back in.”
Graham lets go of Alex’s waist, but she follows her into the bathroom, standing right behind her as she splashes cold water onto her face and wipes her nose.  When Alex turns the water off and leans against the cool porcelain of the white sink,  drying her face with a shirtsleeve, Graham’s blue eyes meet hers in the mirror.
“You told him you’re going to spend the rest of your life with me,” Graham states.  Her tone is flat, hard to read.
“That’s because I am.”
“Do I get a say in the matter?”  There’s almost a smile on her face, but only almost.  The strain in her voice overrides it.
Alex turns, places her hands on Graham’s hips, gives her a delicate kiss on the forehead.  “No.”
The smile tries again, but falters, and there’s a troubled look on Graham’s face when she breaks eye contact.
“What’s wrong?” Alex asks.
Graham shakes her head.  “No, never mind, I… It’s not… now’s not the time to have this conversation, Alex.”
Alex puts a finger under Graham’s chin, tips her head up and searches Graham’s face.  “Tell me,” she whispers.  “You didn’t like me telling him that?  It was probably my last chance, and I wanted him to know what I know.”
Graham puts her hands on Alex’s sides, closes her fists around the fabric of Alex’s shirt.  She won’t meet Alex’s eyes when she says, “But how are you so sure… how can I know you mean it when you… when you won’t even touch me?”
It catches Alex off-guard for a moment.  But then she kicks herself.  Hard.
She should’ve seen it a long time ago:  The girl before her is practically starving.  Alex’s grandfather has been sick more than half of her two-month relationship with Graham, and rather than tell Graham about it, Alex followed her typical response — she kept silent, pushed everyone away, stayed preoccupied in her own private world.  So selfish.  In an attempt to mask her own pain, she’d blinded herself to everyone else’s.  Especially Graham’s.  
Alex knows Graham’s been frustrated over their lack of intimacy; she knows that Graham had assumed, given Alex’s reputation with women, that they would’ve slept together by now.  But Alex’s emotional distance, combined with the fact that the closest they’ve come to sleeping together was the time that Graham accidentally fell asleep and spent the night in Alex’s dorm room when Iris had been out of town…
Yes.  Graham’s been nourishing Alex this whole time.  And in thanks, Alex has starved her.
To her credit, Alex did try to explain to Graham that there was a difference between her many one-night stands and what she wanted to have with Graham, also tried to explain how she couldn’t simply open up her heart and her body to Graham before she was sure, but when Graham had asked, “Sure about what, Alex?,” that was something Alex hasn’t been able to explain up to this point.  Because until this morning, she hadn’t known exactly what she needed to be “sure about” herself.
But now she does.
She cups Graham’s face in her hands, leans down, and kisses her.  It’s a kiss that contains every bit as much passion as the one Alex had given her this morning on the porch, the kiss she’d given her right before confessing that she’d accidentally and yet wholly fallen in love with Graham.  But this kiss isn’t forceful or rushed the way this morning’s had been; this one’s slow, careful.  Gentle.  
When Alex pulls back a few inches a moment later to study Graham’s eyes, they’re squeezed shut.  Still, even with the expressive blue of Graham’s eyes hidden from view — the eyes that Alex has learned can convey in a single, momentary flash everything from unbridled fury to the most tender compassion — something in Graham’s face still speaks volumes.  It’s the crease of her brow, the scrunch of her cheeks as they cinch her eyes shut, the hesitancy drawn by her half-open mouth.
It’s pain.  And it slices into Alex’s heart like a hot knife.
“Graham?” Alex asks.
“You can’t — you can’t just say something like that.”  
“Say something like what?”
“You can’t just say you’re spending the rest of your life with me — the day after you broke up with me because I came to help you, the afternoon after you sent me drunk texts that weren’t quite an apology…  You don’t get to keep saying things and then unsaying them.”
“I won’t unsay this, Graham.”
“But you didn’t ask me if… I’m not — you can’t just expect me to believe that you — ”
Alex silences her with another kiss, keeping her hands against Graham’s face so that she can’t pull away.  And Graham resists at first, tense and unresponsive against Alex’s lips, but Alex persists, and a few seconds later, she feels Graham soften, yield.  She kisses Alex back, and the hands clutching Alex’s t-shirt in tight bunches tug forward, despite the fact that they already press chest-to-chest.  It’s as if Graham wants to pull Alex into her.
Alex’s mouth moves from Graham’s lips to the line of her jaw, her throat, her neck, and when she gets to Graham’s collarbone, the girl lets out the softest of moans.  Alex lifts her eyes to Graham’s again, and this time they’re wide open, and now the expressive blue eyes flash with want.  With starvation.
“Alex…” Graham rasps in a rough whisper, letting her eyes fall closed again.  “Please.  I need to… I need to know you…”
Alex only hesitates for a half moment before one of her booted feet snakes out behind Graham and kicks the bathroom door shut.  In the next second, she’s pressing Graham’s back against the same door, and the kisses she plants on Graham’s neck and throat are coming faster now, harder, sometimes finishing with a nip of her teeth.
This isn’t how Alex had planned it; she’s certain it’s not how Graham had imagined their first time together, either — a desperate, mutual coming undone in a hospital bathroom while Alex’s grandfather lies dying in the next room.  But Alex understands better than most people do that plans must sometimes be abandoned.  And right now, an intense need to claim Graham as her own surges through her body.  She’d felt the same need the night she’d watched Brendan try to dance with Graham; she felt it again in Graham’s kitchen when they shared their first kiss.  On those other occasions, though, there’d been a small voice in the back of her head chanting, Wait.  Not yet.  Not now.  
That voice is silent now.  And when she tugs on the bottom of Graham’s t-shirt, Graham lets go of Alex’s own shirt just long enough to lift her arms in the air, as if she’s surrendering.
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The warm pressure of Rosita’s hand on her knee brings her back to the present.  There’s a concerned look playing across Rosita’s face as she searches Alex’s.
“C’mon,” the girl says softly to Alex.  “It’s time to go to the cemetery.”
Alex lifts her chin in silent acknowledgment and stands from the pew, following the preacher out of the chapel and towards the front door.
And although she hadn’t expected it, her primary emotion as she walks out of the door and into the grey, misting rain outside is relief.
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Six weeks later
 
Boom-boong
“I’ll get it,” Graham tells her mother, wiping her hands on a dishtowel before power-walking from the kitchen, down the hall, to the front door.  She pushes the gauzy white curtain back out of habit, even though she already knows who stands on the other side.  The sight of Alex standing there on the porch, her subtle nervousness a sharp contrast to her striking — nearly imposing — beauty, makes Graham smile affectionately.
She’s learning to read her girlfriend.  At last.  And one thing she’s learned?  Not every version of silent, motionless Alex is the same.
Take right now, for instance.
The short-sleeve black button-down Alex wears is perfectly pressed, its fit accentuating her long, lean torso.  Her black tattoo seems to practically grow out of the shirt itself, winding its way up her neck, meeting the edges of fresh, neat braids that Graham’s sure Anika had something to do with.  Her jaw is set, her green eyes stare back at Graham without a flinch, she holds the bouquet of daisies before her more like a weapon than a gift.
And yet for all that, Graham sees how those green eyes are just the tiniest bit wider than they should be, lending Alex the air of a cornered animal about to strike, rather than portraying the smooth confidence Graham knows she’s trying to project.
It only takes Graham a moment’s glance through the inlaid glass of the front door to see all this; in the next second, she drops the curtain and unlocks the door, stepping aside to let Alex in.
Alex’s eyes change when the door opens and she sees Graham.  The cornered look disappears, and although nothing in her posture changes, Graham knows she’s relaxing already.
I make her stronger, Graham thinks.  For some reason, the thought sends a giddy rush of butterflies into her stomach, making her feel like a schoolgirl with an impossible crush rather than a grown woman looking at the love of her life.
Alex steps across the threshold and into the foyer, and despite the fact that it’s the first time she’s ever been in Graham’s house, she doesn’t stand there gawking like 
Really, Princess?  This is where you live?
so many of Graham’s friends do when they visit for the first time.  Alex’s eyes don’t roam up to the impossibly high vaulted ceiling with its crystal chandelier, or over to the antique, marble-top table adorned with golden commemorative plates, or down to the long Persian rug that runs the length of the impressive hallway.
No.  Alex doesn’t gawk at anything.  Unless you count Graham.
“Hi,” Alex says.  
And just like Graham’s learned to read volumes in the slightest shift in Alex’s eyes and stance, she’s learned to hear the quiet signals Alex implants in every syllable.    And in the syllable Alex just uttered, all Graham hears is the depths of warmth and affection Alex reserves only for her.
How could she ever have thought Alex didn’t express her emotions?  She always has; Graham simply didn’t know how to recognize them before.
“Hi, yourself,” Graham replies with a smile.  She leans forward and pecks Alex on the cheek before taking the bouquet of flowers from her hands.  “They’re pretty,” Graham remarks, and there’s an understated note of surprise in her voice.
“Jenny’s in town, visiting Anika,” Alex explains with a crooked grin.  “She suggested them.  Picked them out, even.”
Graham turns her attention from the flowers back to Alex.  She can’t help herself; she gives Alex another kiss, this one a little bit more than a polite greeting.  “Of course she did,” she says in Alex’s ear.
A high pitched beeping interrupts them.
“Graham?” her mother calls from the kitchen.  “Your timer just went off.”
“Ah, that’ll be the duck,” Graham tells Alex.  “Come on.”
“Duck?” Alex echoes, crooked smirk back on her face.  “As in… sitting duck?”
Graham rolls her eyes.  “You’ll be fine.  You’ve faced so much worse than my mother.”
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Halfway through the dinner, Alex begins to wonder if Graham’s reassurance had somehow jinxed her.  When Cassie died, the police hadn’t interrogated Alex half as thoroughly as Dr. Gayle Griffin, M.D., Rosemont City Councilwoman, interrogates Alex now.
“Health Sciences?” Graham’s mother asks skeptically after neatly patting her mouth with one of their embroidered cloth napkins.  (Even the napkins are so nice Alex hasn’t dared to use hers yet; earlier, she wiped the crumbs of her dinner roll off against the seam of her jeans.)  “I didn’t know that was a real major at Rosemont; sounds more like the kind of thing they’d offer at State.  Is that what all the varsity athletes major in?”
Alex can’t quite tell if the statement is meant to be intentionally insulting, or if Dr. Griffin’s natural affect is simply an underlying haughtiness.  To give herself time to consider an answer, Alex reaches for the crystal goblet before her and takes another sip of water.
She clears her throat.  Diplomatically, she says, “It’s a typical second major for those of us in education who plan to go on to coach eventually.”
Dr. Griffin lets out half a laugh.  “So that’s a ‘yes,’ then.  It is what all the athletes major in.”
Like an unexpected shock of static electricity, a tremor of anger shakes through Alex.  She keeps her face neutral, but Graham’s hand snakes under the table and rests gently on her thigh, anyway.  Something in her eyes must have given her away.
“No, not all athletes,” Alex says with as much nonchalance as she can.  “My roommate, Iris,  for example, is a chemical engineering major.  She’s already been accepted into a Ph.D. program for next year.  Her boyfriend, Kamal, is a football player, but he’s also in engineering.”
“And Zee Roberts…” Graham prompts.
“Yes — another girl on our team, Zee, she’s pre-med.  Like Graham.”
Graham’s eyes shift down to the table at the comment, clearly uncomfortable, and Alex wonders why the comparison elicited such a response.
“Graham’s not pre-med anymore,” says Dr. Griffin, a slight edge to her words.
Alex glances sideways at Graham, quirking a brow.  This is the first she’s heard that Graham’s not planning on following her mother’s footsteps into medicine.  When did this change?  She tries to ask Graham with her eyes, but the blonde gives a small shake of her head.  
Not now, is what the shake means.
Alex takes another sip of water, its frigid temperature making her want to shiver in the already over-air-conditioned house.
But Alex doesn’t look away from Graham soon enough for Dr. Griffin to have missed the exchange of glances.
“I take it she didn’t tell you?” asks the doctor.  Instead of waiting for Alex to reply, she says, “After the mess Graham made last year, she allowed her grades to slip drastically.  She had to retake two of her core science requirements this year just to bring her GPA up enough to get off academic probation.  As if she doesn’t have enough probation in her life.  And rather than make up for lost time by taking classes this summer, she’d rather just futz around in her apartment and work at that, that Black Jack’s.”
“Black Joe’s,” Graham quietly corrects.
“Whatever,” her mother says, flicking her wrist in a small, dismissive wave before reaching for her wine.  “I don’t know why you’d spend your summer at a coffee shop when I told you I could get you that internship at the hospital.”
Alex sets her fork down.  The noise it makes against the porcelain of her plate is louder than she intended it to be, but the little electrical shock of anger is starting to blaze into an inferno.  Carefully controlling her tone, she says, “I wouldn’t say Graham’s exactly ‘futzing around.’  She’s preparing for an art show in the fall.  Have you seen any of her work?  I don’t know much about art myself, but I know enough to see that Graham’s really, really talented.  All her professors think so, too.”
Graham’s hand is back on Alex’s leg again, squeezing a little this time, asking her to back off.  Alex wraps her long fingers around Graham’s hand, squeezing back in reassurance.
“At any rate,” Dr. Griffin says, sighing.  “At this point, with grades like hers and going into her senior year — without any summer courses, without the hospital internship — it’s too late for her to recover enough to go to medical school.  Even if she wanted to.  Which apparently she doesn’t.”
“I might be switching my bio major to a minor, but I’m still thinking about doing a Master’s in Public Health,” Graham says weakly.  “Like we talked about.”
Dr. Griffin only harrumphs unhappily.
Alex’s narrowed eyes go from the older Griffin to the younger one.  This is the first time she’s met Graham’s mother — that was the purpose of her coming her tonight — but she’s already shocked by what she’s seeing.  She’s not shocked by Graham’s mother; both Rosita and Graham had warned Alex that she could be a little overbearing, but she’s unused to seeing Graham cower in front of someone like this.  She didn’t give into Brendan’s intimidation, nor Ricky’s, not even to Alex herself.  But now, across the table from her mother, her shoulders hunch forward, her head bows towards the table, she extricates her hand from Alex’s to take her fork back, only to push the food around on her plate without taking a bite.
Before she realizes what she’s doing, Alex says, “Maybe you shouldn’t be so hard on your daughter, Dr. Griffin.  She’s been through a lot over the last year, and — ”
“She’s been through a lot?” scoffs Dr. Griffin.  “Imagine what I’ve been through.  I nearly lost my reelection due to her shenanigans, and that was after I saved her unremorseful little behind from going to prison thanks to my relationship with the D.A.”
Referring to the accident Graham caused — the accident that led to the death of two of her friends — as “shenanigans,” as if it was nothing more than teenaged tomfoolery, and saying Graham has no remorse — Graham has nothing but remorse! — sets Alex’s teeth on edge.  And to compare the soul-crushing pain Graham went through to the “tragedy” of nearly losing a small town city council election?
Alex clenches her jaw.  Unclenches it.  Clenches it again.  Graham’s hand comes back to rest on her leg.
“Let’s talk about something else,” Graham says, a bit too brightly.  “Mom, did I tell you that Alex and I are taking her niece and nephew on a beach trip when Alex’s summer classes end next week?”
“No, you didn’t,” the elder Griffin says, and Alex’s not sure if she’s really feeling as abruptly cheery as she sounds, or if she simply realized she went too far and is accepting Graham’s change of subject as a peace offering.  “Where are you going?”
“We haven’t decided quite yet,” Graham says.  Alex notes that the stoop in her shoulders is still there, like something is pressing down on her from behind, but she carries on in the same too-bright voice.  “Wilmington was one idea.  But Kitty Hawk is nice, and there’s always Cape Hatteras.”
“How old are your niece and nephew, Alex?” asks Dr. Griffin.
“Joey Junior’s fourteen.  Tina’s twelve.”  There’s a growl to her voice she’s trying to suppress.  Luckily, the doctor doesn’t seem to notice, and carries on obliviously about the pros and cons of each location based on the kids’ age.  Alex half-listens, half-watches Graham out of the corner of her eye.  She doesn’t relax until Graham’s shoulders straighten again, which takes nearly until the end of dessert.
“I’m going to take Alex out back while the coffee brews,” Graham says after clearing everyone’s dessert plates away.  “I want to show her the koi pond and the gazebo while there’s still some light left to see by.”
Dr. Griffin supports Graham’s idea, volunteers to start cleaning up the dishes and the kitchen while Graham and Alex head outside.  Graham protests politely, saying she shouldn’t have to clean up all by herself, but the doctor smiles and reminds Graham that she did most of the cooking.  Watching the exchange, Alex sees the first authentic moment of mother-daughter affection pass between them since arriving two hours earlier.  She concludes that she won’t need to defend Graham any further tonight after all, and follows her through the sliding glass door and onto the brick patio beyond the great room.
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Graham leads Alex by the hand down the curving brick pathway, past the Japanese-style garden of small, purple maple trees, artfully placed boulders, white crushed gravel, and low bushes to the edge of the koi pond.  Her mother’s gardener takes care of it now, and although there’s nothing wrong with the garden per se, it doesn’t feel quite the same as when John Griffin cared for it.  It hurts a little to walk through her father’s garden; it’s a bittersweet feeling, a comforting nostalgia layered with pleasant childhood memories, but edged by the sharp pangs of missing him.
She leads Alex to a bench overlooking the pond, and she knows without having to turn around and check that the early summer foliage will obscure her mother’s view from the kitchen window.  Content at last, Graham settles in beside Alex, resting her head on her shoulder.  They don’t speak for a minute; instead they simply watch the oranges and reds of the setting sun play against the rippling surface of the pond and listen to the faint sound of the babbling waterfall and whining cicadas in the distance.  
The waterfall, the pond itself, the Japanese garden, everything except the cicadas — they’re all manufactured, of course.  Fake, like everything in the Griffin household.  But this feels more real to Graham than the rest of it.  It always has.
“It’s pretty,” Alex says at last, lifting her chin towards the water.
Graham nods against her shoulder.  Another minute passes.
“You didn’t tell me you weren’t pre-med anymore.”
Graham sighs.  “I haven’t been for a while — since the spring.  But I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want you to think it was about you,” Graham admits.
“Why would I think it was about me?” Alex says, brow knitting in confusion.
“Because I changed my major to education.  Which is what you’re majoring in.  But since I’ll have the double-major with Visual Art, which I haven’t told my mother about yet… I was kind of thinking… Do you think it’s bad that I just want to be an art teacher?”
Graham feels Alex shake her head.  
“Of course not.  Why would I think it’s bad?”
Graham shrugs.  “My mother will think so.  When I finally get around to telling her that’s my real plan, instead of doing a stupid MPH.”
“But… how can you even change your major this late?  Do you have any education classes under your belt?”
“A few… it’s an idea I’ve always toyed with.  I loved tutoring in high school, plus my own art teacher helped me a lot after my dad died.  So I took a few of the education pre-reqs when I was a freshman.  But my mother was so set on me going to med school that I eventually just sort of dropped the idea.  You’re right, though — it’s probably going to take me five years to graduate instead of four if I do this.  I haven’t told my mother that, either.”
Alex grunts at the mention of Graham’s mother, her posture slightly stiffening.  Graham lifts her head from Alex’s shoulder, runs her fingers up Alex’s tattoo and across her jaw until she feels Alex relax again.
“I was biting the inside of my cheek so hard during dinner that I almost drew blood,” Alex says, the slight growl coming back to her voice.  “I can’t stand hearing her talk to you like that.  You have no idea how hard it was not to say something.”
Graham lets out a soft, grateful giggle, rests her head back on Alex’s shoulder before taking one of Alex’s hands in both of hers.  “Oh, I think I know exactly how hard it was.  Why do you think I brought you out here?  A few times, you looked like you were about to spontaneously combust.”
“Did I?” Alex asks honestly.  “I thought I was doing a pretty good job of being civil.  Considering.”
“You did an excellent job being civil,” Graham says, squeezing Alex’s hand.  “But you’re an open book, Lex — to me, at least.”
Alex lets out a low chuckle.
“But don’t worry, I doubt my mother noticed anything.  She’s not normally aware of other people’s feelings in general.  Horrible bedside manner.”
Alex’s chuckle turns into a derisive scoff.  “I can only imagine having her as my doctor.”
Graham cranes her neck up, kisses the edge of Alex’s jaw.  Waggling her eyebrows suggestively, she says, “Don’t worry.  I wouldn’t ever let you play doctor with my mother.”
“Graham…” Alex groans, admonishment filling the word.  But there’s a crooked smile on her face nonetheless.  
“She wasn’t always this bad,” Graham says with another sigh.  She gazes out at the lotus-filled koi pond.  From their spot on the bench, they only catch flashes of the white and orange fish swimming beneath its surface.  “When my dad was alive…”  She clears her throat.  “When my dad was alive, she was different.  Lighter, I think.  More relaxed.  And she and I — we still fought, but it wasn’t the same.  It never got vicious.  But I’m beginning to think the only reason it didn’t get vicious was because Dad was a sort of buffer zone between us.”  She lets out a short laugh.  “The de-militarized zone between two headstrong women armed to the teeth and glaring at each other across the border.”
Alex doesn’t say anything, and Graham knows she’s silent because she’s giving her space to talk.  Graham talks to Alex about Sean and Mariana sometimes, but she rarely opens up about her father.
“This garden… and the pond… it was all his, you know.  He built the whole thing by himself.  Took him years to get it just the way he wanted it.  Half my childhood was spent tagging along behind him through here, carrying shears and shovels and dragging bags of gravel.  When he finally finished it, he’d just come out here and sit here and stare at the pond forever.  His version of meditation, I guess.  I’m pretty sure this bench was his favorite place on Earth.”  She laughs again.  “The only place he could get away from his constantly arguing women.”
Alex extricates her hand from Graham’s and wraps it around her shoulder, pulling her closer before leaning in to plant a kiss on the top of her head.  Graham can feel the shape of Alex’s bicep pressing against the back of her arm, and she revels in the feeling of being safe.  
So safe.  So loved.
“I came out to my father on this bench.  It was in high school, maybe a year and a half before Sean.  I’d been messing around with this girl at school, a friend of Rosita’s, and there was something about it… I don’t know, I just knew right away that it was more than experimenting.  For me, anyway.  But then she started dating a football player and gave me the cold shoulder, pretended we’d never been anything more than friends, and I was totally heartbroken.  I ended up telling my dad about it, and told him I was pretty sure I was bi, and he was completely supportive.  It didn’t end up being some big, dramatic discussion.  He just held me in his lap — even though I was probably fifteen at that point — and hugged me and told me that she wasn’t worth my time if she couldn’t see how special I was.  And it was like we didn’t even have to talk about the fact that she’d been a girl.”
Alex shifts the arm around Graham’s shoulder to her waist and pulls Graham onto her lap, wrapping both arms around her.  “I think I would’ve liked your dad.”
“He would’ve liked you,” Graham says wistfully.  She tilts her head towards the koi pond.  “He’s in there.  Somewhere.  After he died, I convinced my mom we should spread his ashes into the pond.”
Alex’s eyes move past Graham, considering the water.  “I’ll build you one some day,” she declares a moment later.  “A pond and a waterfall just like this one.  So you don’t have to come to your mother’s house to visit your father.”  
Graham’s heart swells so full of love for this solemn, green-eyed girl that her chest feels like an expanding balloon, feather-light and yet tight to the point of bursting at the same time.  If her love for Alex grows any further, she’s sure she’ll float right off the girl’s lap, into the cloudy sunset, never to return again.
“Come home with me tonight,” she says suddenly.  “Rosita’s at a family reunion in Florida this weekend anyway, so we’ll have the apartment all to ourselves…”
Alex tips her head forward, grins against Graham’s shoulder, apparently amused by the forwardness of the invitation.  But then she says, “I thought you said you were spending the night here, with your mom?  Weren’t you two going shopping tomorrow or something?”
Graham rolls her eyes.  “Yes.  I did say that.  But I don’t know why I ever agree to her plans.  I’ve already had enough of her for the weekend.  I’ll just… I’ll tell her someone texted me and asked me to work in the morning.  And to make up for it, I’ll come over and join her in the afternoon.”  She ducks her head so that her gaze is eye-level with Alex’s, and her voice is a whispering plea when she says, “Please?  I want to wake up next to you tomorrow morning.”
Alex gives Graham a bemused chuckle, but she leans in for a kiss anyway.  It’s a kiss that starts out gentle and innocent, then quickly escalates into something that, at least from Graham’s side, borders on desperate.  
When Alex finally breaks away, she says, “Graham, you’ve woken up next to me almost every morning this whole summer.”
“I know.”  She kisses Alex lightly, once, twice, then catches Alex’s bottom lip gently with her teeth on the third kiss, runs the tip of her tongue over it before releasing it again.  She sucks in a little breath and tells Alex huskily, “I’ve been on a roll.  Don’t want to break my streak.”
Alex’s only answer is a blink of her eyes and a single raised eyebrow.  But Graham knows how to read that look, too.  It means yes.
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They leave a trail of clothes on the way to Graham’s bedroom; shoes fly right and left, shirts get unbuttoned and tossed unceremoniously onto the back of the couch,  the end table; bras tangle underfoot until one of them — Graham isn’t sure who — kicks them both out of the way.  Alex doesn’t seem like she can be bothered with Graham’s skirt, though; instead of fumbling for the zipper at the back, her hand takes the shortcut, skidding up Graham’s damp thighs until she’s cupping Graham through wet underwear.  Graham can’t stop the groan of pleasure from escaping her throat when the heel of Alex’s palm juts upward, adding a pressure that feels so good it almost hurts.
And when Alex tips her backward and onto the bed a few seconds later, raining kisses down Graham’s neck and chest and breasts as she slides her first two fingers between Graham and the crotch of the underwear and begins to tug, Graham almost doesn’t stop her.  She almost can’t stop her, she’s nearly hit the point of helpless no return already.  But she remembers the scheme she hatched on her drive back to the apartment, the blessed twenty minutes of solitude on the road between her mother’s and her home as she drove her own car and Alex followed in her truck, and she’s determined to stick to the resolution she made when Alex wasn’t around to make her brain go all hazy and incoherent.
She grabs Alex’s wrist, and although it pains her to say it, she gasps out, “Wait.”
Alex’s hand stills, though she doesn’t let go of the underwear.  She stops her kisses and levers herself up with her other, unoccupied hand, hovering over Graham with a question in her eyes.  She doesn’t ask “what,” but she doesn’t have to; her flashing green eyes ask for her.
Graham pulls Alex’s hand gently away from her undies and guides it to her other side, lets her thighs flop closed before she can change her mind and put Alex’s hand back where it belongs.
“You first this time,” Graham whispers, tracing a finger down Alex’s tattoo before gently pushing back on her collarbone.
But Alex shakes her head, not letting Graham roll her over.
Graham grits her teeth in frustration.  “Alex… ”
Now, if Alex were truly a stone butch top, or if Graham could be content with Alex turning her into a stone femme bottom, that would be one thing.  Graham would accept and adapt to the new rules of her bedroom and move on.  And it wouldn’t even be that hard to accept, either; after all, Graham’s never had a lover who turns her on the way Alex does.  Nor has she ever been with anyone so attuned to her every movement, so good at interpreting her slightest gasp.  And that’s saying something, because in the year since Sean died, Graham’s brought a lot of men and a lot of women to bed.
So no, being a stone femme for Alex wouldn’t exactly be a tall order.
But Graham’s been with a few stone butch girls before, and Alex isn’t one of them.  Graham’s not blind.  From the handful of times Alex has let Graham get her off, Graham’s learned that Alex plainly enjoys receiving every bit as much as she enjoys giving, which means that Alex’s reluctance to receive, along with her insistence on always being the one to give first, isn’t about her butch identity.  Or at least, it’s not just about that.
It’s about vulnerability.
And so while Graham isn’t necessarily opposed to being dominated in bed, she won’t let Alex use it as an excuse for letting a last few walls between them remain standing.  No; Graham wants to give Alex the chance to feel as safe with her as Graham feels with Alex, and to do that — 
All this runs through Graham’s head in the few seconds of silence between them, but then the hand that had been up Graham’s skirt a minute earlier pushes under her back, groping for the skirt zipper.  Alex’s mouth dips back down, nibbles at Graham’s ear before she whispers, “I want you so bad, Graham.  Please don’t make me wait.”
Fingers find the zipper at last and pull down hard, and Graham feels her grip on her earlier scheme slipping.  She finds herself incapable of resisting when the skirt starts to slide down off her hips; she even kicks it the rest of the way off herself when it makes it past her knees.  But before she loses herself completely to Alex’s seemingly effortless skill, she pushes up mightily from the bed, catching Alex off-balance and forcing her onto her back in one quick movement.
She straddles Alex’s stomach with only her impossibly soaked underwear between them, gazing down at two surprised green eyes.  Alex’s surprise swiftly gives way to amusement, then appreciation as her gaze roves over Graham’s bare torso.  Hands come up to Graham’s sides, working their way up; thumbs scrape across nipples.  Graham has to remind herself that breathing is a necessary biological process.
She catches Alex’s wrists, pushes Alex’s hands away.  “But I want you, too, Lex.”  She leans forward, pinning both of Alex’s hands to the mattress.  “Promise me you’ll let me touch you tonight.”  
Graham slides slowly down Alex’s body, until her thighs squeeze the outside of Alex’s hips and her wet underwear rests against Alex’s boy shorts.  
At least I got her out of her pants already, Graham thinks ruefully.  That’s progress.  
Her mouth finds its way to one of Alex’s breasts, and she gently teases a nipple with her teeth as Alex sucks in a breath beneath her.  Graham looks up.
“Promise me,” Graham says with as much force as she can muster.  “I mean it.”
“I promise,” Alex says hoarsely.  And then she really doesn’t seem able to wait a moment longer, because as soon as the words leave her mouth, she’s flipping Graham’s weight off almost roughly, and Graham finds herself not on her back but on her stomach as two hands pull down hard on her underwear.  
Graham lets out a moan she can’t repress into the duvet beneath her face when an unexpected tongue makes its way up the sensitive skin on the inside of one of her thighs.  And just when she’s hoping and praying that tongue will find its way into her throbbing center, she’s being turned over again, this time onto her back as Alex pulls her by the legs until she’s hanging halfway off the foot of the bed.
Before she has a chance to ask Alex what she’s doing, gentle hands press her knees apart, and then the tongue’s back again, trailing back up her inner thigh.
“Lex — ohhh,” Graham says as Alex’s mouth finally finds its mark, and this time there’s no duvet to muffle her moan, so she shoves her wrist in her mouth, biting down hard as her hips rock upward on their own accord.  
She lifts her head just enough to see what’s happening, and the sight itself is nearly enough to send her over the edge, because Alex is literally kneeling on the floor before her, hands on either side of Graham’s hips, only the top of her dark brown hair visible as she buries her face into Graham.
Graham drops her head back down, shoves her wrist back into her mouth just in time before an even louder moan escapes her throat.  Her legs wrap around Alex’s back, heels digging into the space right above her hips.
And as always, Alex knows what to do intuitively.  Her head comes up, shooting a quick glance in Graham’s direction before her mouth shifts onto Graham’s hip, then her stomach, then her chest.  Wherever Alex’s mouth travels, it leaves smears of Graham’s wetness behind, like the trail of a garden snail.  Graham doesn’t have time to ponder the sensation, though; two fingers thrust inside of her without warning seconds later — and Graham’s glad, because she wouldn’t have been able to survive any more teasing.  Graham rocks against the fingers inside of her, eyes squeezed tightly shut as Alex responds to even the tiniest of signals, pushing harder just when Graham needs her to push, slowing down just at the moment that Graham digs her fingernails into Alex’s shoulders and murmurs, “Stop… stop… don’t move…”
It must be a full two minutes later when Alex gently pulls her hand away, moving up from her position on the floor to settle onto the bed beside Graham.  Graham pulls her legs up onto the bed once she can, the dangling becoming uncomfortable, and settles into Alex’s chest.  When Alex wraps both arms around her, Graham can feel the sticky wet remnants of her own arousal on Alex’s fingers as they press against the small of her back.  Graham unwinds in a slow shudder and nestles closer to Alex, chest to chest as she rests a cheek on Alex’s shoulder.
She wiggles one knee between Alex’s legs, working her thigh up until it rests against Alex, not failing to note the heat radiating from Alex in heartbeat-timed pulses.  She won’t let Alex back out of the promise she made.  Not this time.  But she also won’t push.
“You’re an all-star, Alexis Woods,” Graham says lazily into Alex’s neck.  “Has anyone ever told you that before?”
“It might’ve been said before,” she answers, kissing Graham’s forehead.  Graham doesn’t have to open her eyes to know Alex is giving her a pleased smirk.  “Once or twice.”
“I appoint you MVP,” Graham declares.  “And I’m making sure you get the Heisman Trophy this year.”
A throaty chuckle vibrates against her.  “That’s football, silly.”
“Oh,” Graham says, a little disappointed.  “What’s the basketball equivalent?”
“There’s the Naismith Player of the Year.  It’s the closest thing to a Heisman in college basketball, I guess.  But…”  Alex trails off with a note of uncertainty.
Graham opens her eyes, adjusts her position until she can see Alex’s face.  “What?”
“There’s also an award called the Dawn Staley Award.  It’s not very old, only started in 2013.  But it’s for the best Division I guard in the country.  And Dawn Staley herself… if I could have a basketball career like anyone’s, I’d pick her.  So getting the award named after her, that would be… I don’t know… it would be nice.”
Graham kisses the tip of her nose.  “I don’t know who Dawn Staley is, but I’m sure you’re better.”
“Don’t say that,” Alex admonishes, sounding horrified.  “She’s been on three gold-medal Olympic teams, she’s played in the WNBA, she’s the head coach for South Carolina.  She even has her own foundation, sponsoring basketball leagues and academic support for middle school kids.”  Alex shakes her head.  “I’m not like her.”
Graham puts her hand on Alex’s shoulder, pushes until she’s laying on her back.  She makes sure the thigh between Alex’s legs presses against her as she sits halfway up.  
“You may not have done those things yet, Alex, but you will.”  She brushes errant strands of brown hair from Alex’s cheek, and again it’s no accident that Graham’s thigh rubs against the damp crotch of Alex’s boy shorts-style underwear when she leans down for a long, slow kiss.
Graham’s pleased when Alex lets her eyes flutter closed, when she feels Alex’s abdomen clench a little while the rest of her seems to to soften.
“I may not know the first thing about basketball, Alex, but I’m not deaf.  I hear what the commentators on TV say about you.  When they talk about you, it’s like they’re talking about someone with superpowers.”
Alex’s eyes open, flashing with what Graham recognizes as insecurity.  “I don’t have superpowers.  I’m just — ”
“And Anika’s tried to explain your stats to me before,” Graham says, not letting her finish.  “I admit I didn’t understand most of what she told me, but you know what I did understand?”  Again Graham won’t let Alex reply, answers her own rhetorical question before Alex can open her mouth.  “Anika said that even when you were showing up to games drunk, you guys were beating other teams by ten and twelve points.”
Alex cinches her eyes closed again, rubbing her brow uncomfortably at the memory.  “That says more about the rest of the team than it does about me.”
“No, it doesn’t.  And you know it.”  Graham pulls Alex’s hand away from her face, trapping the hand under the weight of her own next to Alex’s head.  “One day, Alex — and it’s probably going to take me some time, but one day — I’m going to get you to see yourself the way I see you.”
“And what way is that?”
“As the most exquisite, beautiful, powerful, tender creature that’s ever lived.  Do you know who you are, Lex?  You’re the duckling who still hasn’t figured out you’re a swan.”  
She lets go of Alex’s hand and slides down her body, relishing in the feeling of friction between them.  Alex exhales raggedly when the tips of Graham’s fingers find the edges of Alex’s underwear and start to pull.  Graham’s movements are slow and deliberate as she moves the underwear down over Alex’s thighs, over her knees, across her calves.  When the plain grey boy shorts-style underwear makes it to Alex’s ankles, Graham uses a foot to push them the rest of the way off, then pushes herself back up above Alex, hands on either side of Alex’s shoulders, eyes soaking up every inch of the beautiful girl below her.  Green eyes watch in wary silence.
“You’re a goddess,” Graham breathes.  “You make me want to paint you over and over again.  But you never show up quite right on canvas.  I beginning to realize you can’t be captured.”
She drops her weight back down onto Alex without another word, knowing that Alex’s only barely tolerating being on her back as it is, and she’ll reneg on her promise if Graham keeps gushing out these praises.  Shorter than Alex by a good five inches, Graham has to wiggle halfway down her lover’s body before her fingers can finally rake through the wiry triangle of dark hair and find their way into Alex’s wetness.
Alex lets out a strained gasp as Graham’s steady fingers gently rub at Alex’s slick folds.  Graham desperately wants to lower herself even further, desperately wants to plant her mouth there and taste Alex, but she knows better than to try.  Her mind flashes back to many months earlier, when she was first getting to know Alex and compared her to as a spooked kitten hiding in the bushes, and for now, Graham knows she has to be content with just petting that kitten.  The kissing can come later.
Graham sends the tip of her index finger on a slow, lazy loop down Alex’s swollen nub and then around the edge of Alex’s entrance.  Alex clenches beneath her, eyes flying open as she grips both of Graham’s biceps.
Graham understands the wordless request perfectly, slips one finger, then two, deep inside her exquisite, hard-soft / strong-sensitive girlfriend.
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Ten months later
 
She stands in front of her bench at the edge of the shining wood of the court’s floor, waiting for her name.  She’s the last of the starting line-up to be called — it’s always like that.  Build up the anticipation, save the crowd-pleaser for last to ensure the stadium fills with the maximum amount of noise possible.  Despite the fact that they always do this to her — make her run in like some sort of prize thoroughbred, like some kind of friggin’ mascot instead of a person — and despite the fact that she rolls her eyes to herself and her teammates and her fans and swears the attention doesn’t get to her, doesn’t eat at her, despite all that, she grins crookedly.
Her palms sweat; she wipes them down her shorts.  
She’d hoped the fact that this game isn’t at Rosemont University’s Callahan Memorial Stadium would make her introduction less dramatic.  Maybe no spotlights.  Maybe no thumping dance music in the background.  But no, it’s a championship game; why did she really expect less drama?
Everyone present — the players, the coaches, the commentators, the fans — they just want the show to start.  They want to see what will happen when the two best teams in the country go head-to-head for the second year in a row; they want to know if what the Raiders did to the Huskies last year was just a fluke, if Alex and the rest of the team are really the champions they’re purported to be, or if the hype is overdone.  
Anika’s name gets called right before hers does, and as co-captain for the second year running, she dutifully runs to half court and shakes the other captain’s hand before returning to the other waiting Raiders.  
Alex is glad Rhianna Jerkins graduated last year.  She’s not sure Anika would manage to shake that girl’s hand.
“Number seventeen,” booms a voice through the speakers, “at point guard for Rosemont, a five-foot-nine senior from Annapolis, Maryland…”  The announcer draws it out, letting the crowd get antsy, letting the tension build.  Her crooked grin grows a little.  “…Alexissssssss Woooooods!”
She trots out to where the other four starters wait for her, high-fiving them, jumping up to bump chests with Anika like she always does before going over to shake hands with her UConn counterpart.  Then she returns to her team, clapping along with them, turning to face the crowd once she finds her place in line while the announcer introduces the two head coaches.
Alex scans the first few rows immediately behind the Rosemont bench.  It doesn’t take her long to spot Graham.  The blonde cheers with everyone else, holding up her hand-painted poster of “We (heart) Alex Woods” high above her as she bounces up and down with the crowd.  
It had originally read “I (heart) Alex Woods,” but Alex had managed to talk her out of it.  Graham’s flanked on either side by Joey Junior and Tina, and this way when the cameras land on her little band of supporters in the audience, the commentators can talk about the group as Alex’s family instead of Alex’s girlfriend.  Not that she’s hiding her relationship with Graham, but changing the sign that will show up on national television is a small victory for keeping her private life private.
Alex doesn’t know it yet, but that hand-painted sign will be around for many years to come.  It will be there at her first WNBA game; it will be there for the Olympic Games in Germany; it will be there on the night she tears her ACL, crashes to the floor, and doesn’t stand up again.  It will be there in her recovery room after the surgery.  And it will hang on a wall in her office when she receives her first coaching position.
But that’s the future.  In this moment, there is no career-ending injury.  There is only Alex, at the top of her game, casting a loving glance into the stands.
Graham meets Alex’s eyes, smiles broadly, holds her sign up a little higher.  Alex shines a crooked grin Graham’s way, raises her hand halfway in greeting.
They’ll win tonight, Alex knows.  She can feel it.  As long as Graham’s in the stands, looking at her like that, she knows she’ll never lose anything in her life again.



Epilogue
 
“With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling
We shall not cease from exploration
And at the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.”
- T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding”
 
Thirteen years later
 
Alex has contained herself so far; at Graham’s advice, she’s been yelling much less these days, especially at refs.  As Graham likes to remind her, honey catches more flies than vinegar.  It’s not in Alex’s nature to be honey; hell, it’s barely in Graham’s nature, so it’s a little bit the pot calling the kettle black.  But Alex’s doing her best to contain herself anyway.  
That’s why she’s pacing back and forth in front of her chair in tense silence, jaw muscles practically spasming as she rapidly clenches and unclenches them, hands on her hips, blazer flared out behind her like it’s the bottom half of a superhero cape.  Her bad knee’s been acting up tonight, probably the rainy weather; she feels it twinge a little as she turns sharply to pace the other direction.
When her point guard gets whistled again for a reach when it obviously should’ve been a charge, she bites down hard on the inside of her cheek but doesn’t say a word.
Alex hopes Graham’s watching this feat of self-control she’s displaying.  She can already anticipate the proud smile Graham will give her when she walks into their bedroom tonight.  From her prone position on the bed, Graham will wave her over and Alex will obey, lean down over her beautiful wife, and accept the kiss Graham will plant on Alex’s cheek.
Alex’s very, very sore cheek.  She’s going to draw blood by the end of the game if she keeps gnawing on it.  She doesn’t remember getting this wound up when she was a player, but then again, when she was a player and the game wasn’t going her way, she could simply take control of the ball and force things to turn around herself.  It’s not like she can reach into her point guard’s head and play for her.
Speaking of the point guard, the girl sends Alex a helpless look from the court, lifting her palms like, “Coach, that wasn’t my fault.  You saw that she’s the one who fouled me, right?”
Alex gives a dismissive wave and a shake of her head, a silent instruction to the point to brush it off and get her head back in the game.  She winces when both teams line up around the foul line; she’d somehow managed to forget that the so-called “reach” had sent them into one-and-one.
Goddamn new team foul rules.
Alex feels a pressure on her elbow and automatically pulls her arm away from the sensation.  She bites down on her cheek when the State player sinks the basket and gets the ball back for a second shot.
“Dammit,” she mutters to no one in particular.
The pressure on her elbow returns.  “Coach.”
She pulls her arm away again, the word not even registering.
The hand comes back, shakes her this time.  “Coach.”
Alex spins on her heel, winces when the motion sends a jolt of pain through her knee.  “What?!” she snaps.  One of the scrubs stands before her, a freshman walk-on who shows some potential but who’s really little more than a water girl.
“Your phone, Coach,” the scrub says.  She holds it up, waggles it in front of Alex.
“My phone…?” Alex says, trying to filter the words past a head full of Xs and Os and criss-crossing arrows.
The scrub nods and swallows nervously, her eyes flitting to the court before coming back to Alex.  The girl’s intimidated, Alex realizes.  More proof that she’ll always be more vinegar than honey.
“You told me to get your attention if your wife called.  Well, she called.”  And no sooner does the scrub finish the statement than the phone silently lights up again, Graham’s name flashing across the screen.
And although it’s the height of unprofessionalism to answer, and although it might even earn the Raiders a technical foul if the refs see her do it, Alex snatches the phone from the girl’s hand, answers before it rings a second time.  “Hello?  Graham?!”
There’s a faint, gravelly laugh on the other end.  
Alex claps a hand against her other ear, straining to hear.  “Graham?!”
“Calm down, Commander,” Graham says, and despite her light, teasing tone, Alex doesn’t like the way her voice rasps.  It’s not just the connection, not just the background roar of the stadium.  It’s pain.
“I’m just calling to tell you that it’s time.”
“On my way,” Alex says, ending the phone call and dropping it in her blazer pocket.  She turns to leave, the one-and-one situation forgotten, all the Xs and Os vanishing from her head.  She’s already three strides from her seat on the Rosemont bench when a different hand grabs her arm.
“Coach?” comes the confused voice of one of her assistants.
Oh, right.  The game.
Alex turns back around, meeting the bewildered eyes of Ophelia Sharpe (who’s still her wingman but now carries the title “Assistant Coach”).  “It’s time,” Alex says by way of explanation.  Ophelia nods in understanding.  
Alex starts to leave again, stops, addresses Ophelia.  “The refs don’t seem to know what a charge is, so make sure Sandy knows that and starts giving a little more space to the point.  The point’s not the problem, anyway; it’s the big post player who’s been dominating under the basket all night.  She’s the one you’ve got to stop, so Sandy should be focusing on shutting down the passing lanes, anyway.  And for god’s sake, if Sandy turns the ball over one more time, tell her I swear-to-God she’s gonna get callouses on her butt from riding the pine.”
Ophelia suppresses a smile — because even though the Commander might be distracted and might be leaving, it doesn’t mean she’ll appreciate her coaching staff laughing at her in the middle of a heated game — and so instead of smiling, she simply gives her boss a tight nod.
The Rosemont players and the other assistant coach all understand immediately where Alex’s going, but the fans and the refs and the commentators all look completely mystified as she walks purposefully away from her team’s bench.  Normally, she’d at least wait for a time-out, but… 
Someone calls out, “Commander?  Coach?” as she rounds the corner towards the locker room, but she doesn’t even slow down, doesn’t even raise her eyes to find out who’s calling for her.  
She’s behind the wheel of her brand new Toyota Tacoma mere minutes later.
 
#
 
“Arrgghhhhhhhh!” Graham yells, nearly crushing Rosita’s hand in her own.
“Shit, Graham!” Rosita says.  “You know I’m right-handed, don’t you?  And that I work in a robotics lab on some equipment that takes some very careful manual dexterity?  I’m still going to need my hand after this is over.”
Graham shifts her eyes to where her best friend stands next to the bed, but doesn’t move her head.  Blonde hair is plastered to her sweaty forehead; the blue eyes meeting Rosita’s brown ones manage to look both horrified and furious simultaneously.
Rosita’s tongue clicks against the roof of her mouth disapprovingly.  “Don’t give me that look again.  I told you already, it reminds me of that creepy woman from The
Exorcist.”
A phone buzzes on the table beside Graham, and Rosita disentangles her hand from Graham’s long enough to pick it up and read the incoming text.
“It’s your mom,” she tells Graham.  “Says she’s sorry she missed your call earlier; she was at a fundraising dinner and didn’t hear her phone ring.  She’s on her way now.”  The phone buzzes again.  Rosita glances down at it, grins.  “And she says she still can’t believe you chose Rosemont over her hospital.  Says it’ll be thirty minutes before she can get here.”
Graham snorts.  Leave it to her mother to make her mood worse than it already is.  Of course she chose to have the baby at the Rosemont University hospital.  With Alex’s employee benefits, the choice was a no-brainer.  Speaking of Alex, how much longer before she arrives?
Because she’s kind of planning on killing her as soon as she sees her.
Not because having a baby was her idea — it was Graham’s, actually — but Alex supported it, didn’t she?  Alex agreed.  Alex never once tried to talk Graham out of this.  And Alex was there, holding her hand, when the doctor did this to her.  And now Graham’s thinking, they both had working wombs, goddammit.  Why is she the one who’s been doing all the work these last nine months, while Alex just — 
She snatches Rosita’s hand again when the next contraction comes, making the girl curse loudly in Spanish.  After all these years as friends, Graham’s Spanish vocabulary is still limited to about a dozen words (she took French in high school and college, after all), but she knows a curse when she hears one.
“Where’s Alex?” Graham snarls.
“Holy Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Graham, I don’t know,” Rosita answers with a pant, prying Graham’s fingers loose.  Red-blue fingerprint marks are already forming on the back of her hand.  “But I sure as hell hope she gets here before you break my fucking hand.  Didn’t you learn some breathing techniques or something?”
“Yeah, but Alex is the one who — ”
“I’m here,” comes a voice from the doorway, as both Alex and Graham’s OB walk into the room at the same time.  
Rosita mutters something else in Spanish, but this time it sounds more like relief than irritation.  She moves aside as Alex takes her place next to Graham.
Alex crouches down, brushes damp hair away from Graham’s face.  “How are you feeling?”
“Like I’m pretty sure I’d murder you after this is over, if not for the fact that then I’d be stuck going to all the PTA meetings by myself.”
A ghost of a smile plays across Alex’s face, but her green eyes give her away — they’re all love and adoration for Graham.  Which makes it hard to stay mad.
Graham takes her hand, squeezing hard when the next contraction hits, and Alex doesn’t so much as flinch.
 
#
 
In all, Graham’s labor lasts a little over six hours, which the OB insists isn’t that bad for a first birth.  When Graham says, “What the fuck do you mean, first?  How about last?,” the doctor just gives Graham an uncomfortable smile and glances at Alex for help.
Alex lifts a shoulder, lets it fall.  No way she’s taking a side in this conversation.  Just like there’s no way she’s going to remind Graham that the original plan was for two children — one boy, one girl.
The long-forgotten phone buzzes in Alex’s blazer pocket, and since she’s looking for an excuse not to be a part of this interaction between Graham and the doctor anyway, she turns her attention to it, stepping away to answer when she sees it’s Tina.
“Well?” the younger woman asks anxiously.
“It’s — he’s perfect,” Alex answers.  
“You’re still going with Daniel Jonathan?” Tina asks.
“Yeah.  Danny.”
“Woods-Griffin?”
“No,” Alex says.  “Just Woods.  Less of a mouthful.”
“How’s Aunt Graham doing?”
Alex glances over at the bed, where Graham holds their tiny, utterly perfect son as she talks with the OB.  
“Aunt Alex?  Is Graham okay?”
“Sorry, Tina,” Alex says, voice a little wobbly.  “Yeah, Graham’s doing great.  She’s… actually, she’s perfect, too.”
“I can’t believe my flight doesn’t leave until this weekend,” Tina whines irritably.  “I thought they say first babies were always late?”
“Do they?  I always thought it was the other way around,” Alex retorts.  Alex glances back over to the tiny form in Graham’s arms.  “Or maybe it’s just him.  Maybe he’s an early bird.  Anyway, we’ll see you in a few days.  We miss not having you around, you know.”
There’s a sigh on the other end.  “And I miss being there.  I’d move to Rosemont in a heartbeat if I thought I could find a job like the one I have here.”
Alex smiles, proud of the ambitious young woman on the other end.  “You’re exactly where you need to be,” she tells her niece.  “Tell Joey I say hi.”
“I will.  I know he wants to visit, too, as soon as he gets a chance.”
The phone beeps with another call coming in, and Alex glances at the caller ID.  “Anika’s calling in; I’d better let you go,” she says.  “Travel safe.”
“See you soon, Aunt Alex.”
Alex says goodbye and picks up the other line.  “Hey Anika.”
“Coach Alex Woods.  A fucking baby-daddy.  I never thought I’d live to see the day.”
“With a mouth like that, it still remains to be seen if you will,” Alex snarks back.  “I’m not sure Danny needs influences like you in his life.”
“You’re forgetting.  Graham already asked me to be his godmother, whatever the fuck that entails.  No take-backs.  So everybody’s fine?  Ten fingers, ten toes, all that good shit?  No alien DNA?”
“No alien DNA,” Alex agrees with a chuckle.  “He’s beautiful.  He has Graham’s eyes.”
“That’s nice.  With our luck, he’ll have your fucking temperament.”
Alex opts to ignore the comment.  “How’s Switzerland?”
Anika sighs.  “Cold as a good Catholic girl’s tittie.  But it’s alright.  The team’s playing well this season; I don’t think we’re championship-good, but we’re good.”
“And your thumb?”
“Healing.”
Alex rubs her knee absent-mindedly, the long surgical scar noticeable even under her slacks.  “One of these days, Anika, you’ll come home.  Find someone.  Settle down.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Anika mumbles noncommittally.
Alex opens her mouth to say more, but she sees the OB wave from across the room, trying to get her attention.  “Anika?  Let’s video chat soon, okay?  I’ve got to go.”  
She’s at Graham’s side again a moment later, trying to listen to what the doctor’s saying, but she’s not processing his words; she can’t take her eyes off her wife and her newborn son.  
Alex used to assume she was cursed, that the universe hated her for some reason, that maybe she was being punished for some sin she’d committed in a long-ago lifetime.  But then one day, this girl walked into her life — this messy, infuriating girl with a bad red dye job asking for a light.  And in the intervening years, Alex has sometimes wondered:  If they hadn’t both been carrying their own curses, if they hadn’t both been broken back then, would they have ever even met in the first place?  And even if they had met, would they have connected in the same way?  Would either of them have known how to heal the other one, how to make the other stronger?
Alex suspects not.  She’s not big on destiny — that’s more Gus’s kind of thing; Alex believes results come from giving your sweat and your blood, not from any Higher Power.  But if she were going to believe in destiny, she’d believe she was destined to meet Graham.  And if she was destined to meet Graham, then maybe it’s possible she was also destined to be broken first, so that when they finally met, they’d meet as equals.  
And if that’s true, then maybe she’d never been cursed at all.  Maybe she’s been blessed all along, and just couldn’t see it until this moment.
“Lex?” Graham asks, breaking into her train of thought.  
Blue eyes meet green; Alex lifts her chin in silent acknowledgment.  “Sorry.  I got distracted.”
Graham’s brow furrows, and she places the hand that’s not holding Danny lightly onto Alex’s forearm.  “Are you alright?”
“Yeah.  I think I… I think I’m perfect.”
 
*  *  *
 
Thanks for reading.
 
Support independent authors — leave a review at Amazon.com.
 
As you probably know, by putting the power into the hands of authors to control their own creative work, Amazon has completely transformed the way we write, publish, and read books.  It means that voices like mine — indie LGBTQ authors, amongst others — can finally be heard without censorship, without worrying about satisfying a commercial, mainstream audience, bringing our stories directly to the people who want to hear them.
You can support this revolution in publishing by doing something very simple:  Take five minutes or less to write a review for this book.  If you loved it and think others should read it, let them know by reviewing it.
(If you hated it… well, I guess I should tell you to leave a review even still.  LOL.  But just for the record, authors are people with feelings, so if you hated the book and plan to review it, you could try to be at least civil.  That would be appreciated.)
 
 
Keep up with future work.
 
Want to hear about my future lesbian-themed fiction?  Cool.  Sign up and I’ll keep you up-to-date.  No emails unless I actually have something to say, promise.
Here’s the link:  http://eepurl.com/cmExjX
 
 
A little about me… as a person and as a writer.
(Pardon me, this came out as a bit of a longish rant.)
 
This is the first romance novel I’ve ever written.  It’s also the first contemporary fiction piece I’ve ever written.  
But it’s not my first novel.
When I’m not writing as “Eliza Andrews,” I’m writing as “R. A. Marshall.”  R. A., she writes pretty different stuff — young adult science fiction and fantasy, mostly.  You can find out about her here:  http://ninja-writer.com.
 
 
This particular story about Graham and Alex came as a surprise to me.  It started off as a creative challenge to myself:  After reading some really impressive fiction on the fan fic site Archive of Our Own, I thought, “I wonder if I could write something like that?”  The next thing I knew, I had 20,000 words written and people cheering me on to keep posting.  It was an unexpected cathartic joy to write this bittersweet love story.
But through the process of writing this, I realized something really important about myself.  I’m a gay woman who’s been happily out basically my entire adult life, and yet I’ve always avoided writing lesbian-themed fiction.  (There’s an exception to that in my Lost Children trilogy, but it’s still only “lightly” gay.)  I’ve tried to keep the gay themes to a minimum.  As if it was something I “shouldn’t” do as an artist.
What’s up with that?  
 
 
In subsequent conversations with friends, I stumbled across something that’s been eating at me for a few years:
Mainstream media representation of LGBTQ people has changed in the last twenty years.  TREMENDOUSLY.  And I’m so happy about that.  But… (and there’s always a but, right?)  But it still bothers me that gay women who look like me — that is, the short-haired, unabashedly masculine dykes who are often-as-not mistaken for fourteen year-old boys — are still waaaaay underrepresented in mainstream media.  Think about it:
 
- Cosima and Delphine from Orphan Black?  Love ’em.  But they’re both more-or-less femme, right?
- The lesbian couple in Netflix’s Sense8?  One of them’s trans, which is awesome, but aren’t they both still femme?  I’d say yes.
- Santana and Brittany from Glee?  Super femme, both of them.  Later on, when Santana falls for Dani?  Yeah, she was maybe a tiny bit more butch than Brittany, but…
- Pretty Little Liars?  Kudos for the gay characters on a show that caters to stereotypical teenage girls, but again…
- Wynonna Earp — Getting warmer, but Nicole Haught is kind of soft butch at best.
 
I could go on and give other examples, but you get the idea, right?  Look, I like these characters, but if I think about it too hard, they make me feel sort of sad.  Effeminate gay men are accepted in the mainstream and have plenty of examples of representation.  But masculine gay women are still somehow taboo.  Why is that?  I think the closest we got to a butch woman on mainstream TV was Lexa in The 100, and we all know how that turned out.  (Dammit, JRoth.)
 
 
Here’s where I had the big, fat, startling realization:  
I wasn’t doing anything to solve the problem myself!  Even in my own novels!  Had I really internalized the homophobia to that extent??  Whoa!
So in writing the butch character of Alex… Well, this was more than just a story to me.  It was an exorcism, an excavation, an exhuming of my own gay ghosts, my own baggage.  
And I’m not done.  In fact, I’ve got a feeling I’m just getting started.
 
 
I’ve got this “Eliza Andrews” pen name now, and I plan to make the most of it.  Everything that Eliza puts out is going to be super gay.  Unashamedly gay.  And if Eliza attracts straight readers, then hey, great — everyone’s welcome on this train.  But I’m tired of avoiding writing gay characters.  Even more tired of avoiding butch gay women.  Super tired of catering to a straight audience.  What a drag.
So join me.  Come along on this journey with Eliza Andrews and let’s see where it goes.  I can’t promise that I’ll write anything else within the contemporary romance genre — honestly, I’m a geek, so sci-fi is really more my thing — but I’ve got ideas for a whole slew of books featuring lesbian characters.  (Zombie apocalypse with lesbians, anyone?  That’s what’s coming next!)  We might not trigger a sea change in lesbian representation in the mainstream media, but at least we can have our own space with our own stories with characters who look like us, feel like us, “get” us.  
So like I said earlier, sign up and I’ll keep you informed:  http://eepurl.com/cmExjX
 
 
And one last point:  I suggest you watch this interview that Toni Morrison did with Charlie Rose in the late ’90s.  I think it’s what triggered this rant.  ;-)
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