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For Susie, because number ten is all your fault.


Chapter One

 

 

 




“Dad?” she asked,
concern filling her voice.


He
held a forkful of mashed potatoes as if frozen just inches from his open mouth.


“What’s
wrong?”


He
lifted his eyes, so dark, so big. She’d both inherited and studied those eyes
over the course of a lifetime with him. They could speak volumes, or withhold
them. She searched for them in times of both joy and turmoil. She’d seen them
glisten and glow, burn and freeze, shine and increasingly grow dim, but she’d
never seen them so unfocused. 


“Don’t
you like the roast beef?” she prodded, glancing down to her own plate to settle
the discomfort she felt at the blankness of his stare. He wasn’t an old man by most
standards, but he’d aged more acutely lately, and not just in the gray around
his temples or the added thickness of the lenses in his glasses, but also in a
weakening of both his muscles and his memory. The once comfortable silences
between them stretched longer and held less purpose, born more out of necessity
than contentedness. She suspected that fact embarrassed them both equally, so
she gave him as much time and space as she could, first at the office and now,
apparently, at the dinner table as well. 


She
pushed a green bean around for a second or two before lifting it to her mouth.
He hadn’t answered her question. She glanced over at him again to see he still
hadn’t taken a bite. Never had been much of a talker, but he always ate. Sick,
tired, saddened, overworked, he always made time for the simple pleasure of a
well-cooked meal, and the one she’d prepared tonight usually qualified as a
favorite. 


“Dad?”
she asked again softly, but stared back at her food searching for an answer
there rather than in those cloudy eyes she barely recognized. It had to be the
dinner. Something she’d forgotten, something she’d done wrong. Meat, potatoes,
a green, the quintessential Midwestern meal trio. She had pie for dessert.
Maybe she should tell him so. 


“I
had some peaches canned from the summer so I thought I would—” Her voice
faltered at the clatter of metal against porcelain as his fork dropped. 


He
lifted his left hand to his forehead, but the right one hovered merely an inch
or two off the table. She watched his trembling fingers as seconds ticked by.
She willed him to move. Silently begged him to find the strength and prayed
fervently for the smile she so rarely saw.


His
left hand dropped, the gold wedding band he’d never removed hitting the edge of
the table with a plink.


“Dad?”
Her voice sounded so much calmer than she felt. “Should I call a doctor?”


He
shook his head slowly, but when he opened his mouth nothing came out. Time
ticked away in precious seconds. Fear clutched her chest, then squeezed like a
vice. She swallowed the bile rising in her throat.


“I
think I better call someone.”


He
shook his head a little more forcefully and scooted back from the table. Using his
right hand on the seat of his chair, he pushed himself to standing, and her
hope rose with him. He would be okay. He had to be. He was solid as an oak,
with roots running every bit as deep. He would smile at her now. Maybe gently
chastise her for being overly dramatic. He didn’t need help. Neither did she.
They were both fine. Everything was fine. He would say so now.


He
turned, slowly, so slowly she held her breath. It caught, painful and sharp as
she waited. Her head spun, her vision blurred, the earth rattled under her
feet, but it was he who fell. The great oak toppled to the ground before her.
The whole world shook, then went dark.
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The automatic
door whooshed open behind Kelly Rolen. Seconds later, the accompanying rush of
January air raced along the tile floor, the sharp smell of frost cutting
through the sterile scent of antiseptic that had permeated her senses for
hours. She didn’t look up. She didn’t have the energy to do anything other than
stare at a square of baby blue linoleum flecked with indistinguishable specks
of gray and brown. Her long, dark hair hung limply in the periphery of her
vision, like curtains shielding her from the gaze of anyone else in the room.
Not that there was anyone else there at this time of night— or morning, rather.
Aside from the occasional nurse bustling through, she’d had the place to
herself for hours. The doctors encouraged her to go home after midnight, saying
she couldn’t do any more from here, but she couldn’t do anything from home,
either. At least if she stayed here, she’d be quickly alerted to any changes.


Besides,
hospitals made her feel safe. She’d never understood people who hated
hospitals. She disdained their faulty reasoning about people dying in
hospitals. People died outside of hospitals, too, and in much greater numbers.
At least here there were strong, competent people who had training and
procedures and answers. Maybe not all the answers, but more than any riffraff
on the street could offer. She liked people who knew what they were doing.
Order appealed to her, and she found confidence a comfort. 


“Kel?”
The intimacy in the voice made her wince.


She
slowly looked up, blinking the haze from her eyes, before turning toward Beth
Deveroux. “What are you doing here?” Her voice sounded harsh and full of
gravel, but Beth only smiled the sweet, sympathetic smile that melted hearts
all over town. 


“I
heard about your dad.”


Kelly
glanced at the clock, but didn’t go any farther down the path of wondering who
would’ve called Beth before six o’clock on a Monday morning. She knew better
than anyone the rumor mill in Darlington ran twenty-four hours a day. Local
farmers would’ve been down at the corner bakery for an hour now. She did wonder
which parts of the story they had right and which parts had been embellished
overnight.


“A
stroke,” she said flatly. “Left side of the brain. He’s stable now. It’s too
early to tell what long-term damage to expect.”


Beth
eased into the chair beside her, the scent of her carrying a dizzying wash of
memories. “When did it happen?”


“Just
after dinner.” She sent up another silent prayer of thanks that it had been a
Sunday, that she’d been there, that there’d been time, enough time to at least
buy them more. 


“When
was the last time you heard from the doctors?”


“About
an hour ago.”


“Do
they check in often?”


“They
did at first. CT scans, medicines, stabilizing, paperwork.” She spoke in
clipped phrases partially out of exhaustion and partially to control her fear.
If she stuck to reciting facts, it was harder for the emotions to sneak up on
her. 


Beth
nodded. “And now?”


“Less
so. There’s not as much to report.”


“Do
they have your cell phone number?”


“Beth,
don’t handle me.” She’d hoped to sound firm, but only managed tired.


“I’m
not handling you. Lord knows we both understand how futile that is.” She
sounded exasperated already, but not cold or judgmental. “You’re one of the
most stubbornly self-sufficient women I’ve ever met.”


One
of— not the most. The phrase didn’t go unnoticed, even if the other name
went unspoken. 


“But
if you’re going to continue this vigil, you need to do it right. Wrecking
yourself won’t help your dad improve. This will be a long process.”


“Do
you think I don’t know that?” she snapped, but even her anger sounded dull.


“You
need sleep.”


“I
won’t be able to sleep.”


“Then
you have to eat, because you’ve got to rejuvenate somehow.”


“I’ll
get something from the cafeteria.” She brushed the concerns away, again.


“What
about a shower?”


“They
have locker rooms here.”


“Kel
…” No one else had ever said her name quite like Beth, so gently, so lovingly
frustrated. She had to set her jaw against the pressure building in her chest. 


“I
could make you some eggs, over easy, in bacon grease.”


A
smile threatened to push through her exhaustion. 


“Think
about it, a hot shower, comfortable clothes, hot food.”


And
you, she thought. Beth again— in her life,
in her home, in her arms, even if just for a moment. Just a hug and nothing
more. She wanted to lean into that vision, to let herself be soothed, cared for
by someone who really did care.


Beth
laid a hand softly on her leg. “It’s time to go home.”


Home.



She
stared at Beth’s elegant fingers against the gray of her dress slacks. So
familiar, and yet glaringly different. A gold band accented with a single
diamond. Any desire she’d had to crumble or crash into this woman, their past,
or the comfort she may have offered evaporated at the sight of another woman’s
ring on the hand she ached to hold. 


“Where’s
Rory?” The name sounded clipped, and she hated how much it still irked her to
ask.


“She’s
at home.”


Home.



Not
her own. The home that offered Beth everything Kelly couldn’t. 


She
wasn’t tired anymore; her limbs clenched and twitched with restlessness.
Straightening her shoulders, she shook the hair from her eyes and cleared her
throat. “Actually, it’s time for me to get ready for work.”


“Work?
You can’t be serious.”


She
planted one hand firmly on each armrest and pushed herself to a standing
position as she tried to stretch the tension out of her neck and shoulders.
“It’s almost tax season. Someone has to open the office.”


“I
wish you wouldn’t.”


“It’s
just me now.” She forced the words past the knot of emotion. “I’m the only one
left.”


“You
don’t have to be. You can take in some help.”


“Thank
you for checking on me. I appreciate it, and I know Dad will, too. But I want
to talk with the nurses one more time before I head out.”


Beth
stared up at her, pleading evident in her blue eyes, but her mouth remained in
a grim line. Kelly waited for the argument, the press of an emotional appeal,
or perhaps another attempt at reason, but none came. “Okay. You have to do this
your way.”


“Thank
you for understanding.”


“Knowing
something and understanding it are two very different things.” Beth stood, then
kissed her on the cheek. “Please take care of yourself.”


Kelly
stood completely still as she walked away. It was a view she’d grown all too
used to, but it never got easier to accept. Once the doors closed behind Beth,
she sank back into the same chair she’d occupied for hours and stared out the
large picture windows across the hall. 


Early
hints of orange light crept across the horizon, casting frozen fields in a warm
glow, but it was a false heat. The ground lay icy, dead, unmoving. Changing the
light didn’t change its essence any more than sitting in the waiting room all
night had changed her father’s condition. And Beth’s presence for a few moments
hadn’t changed anything about their relationship any more than their three
years apart had changed the parts of Kelly that had allowed Beth to walk out
the door the first time.



Chapter Three

 

 

 




Weather was one
of the few areas where Darlington could compare to Chicago. The cold wind
sweeping across the vast Midwestern plains felt bitter and biting, and probably
a lot of other not-nice b-words. Bitching? No, that’s what she was doing. Never
much of a morning person, Elliot scowled at the elements and flipped up the
collar of her chocolate-colored wool coat. If she had to trek across a frozen
tundra at ass o’clock in the morning, she at least wanted to look good doing
it. She loved the deep, rich color of the coat as much as she enjoyed the way
it hung thickly down to her knees, a veritable comfort blanket with style. She
imagined she cut a pretty imposing figure among the freshmen and farmers who
were up this early, but she liked to think she’d stand out just about anywhere.
Clothes helped project confidence both inwardly and outwardly so she dressed
for the life she wanted, not the one she had. She pictured herself strolling
down Wall Street or the National Mall in Washington, DC. Money equaled power,
and the power to regulate money was supreme power. 


That
little pep talk gave her the fortitude necessary to cover the few blocks to
Darlington’s closest and only coffee shop. As soon as she opened the door, the
warmth of steam mixed with the comforting aroma of freshly brewed java caused
her to whimper.


“Easy
there, Rockefeller,” Rory said, taking her by the elbow. “Beth already ordered
you a cappuccino with a double shot of espresso.”


“Marry
her now, or I swear by everything holy, I will.” Elliot sank into a chair at
the table closest to the door.


Rory’s
laugh was rich and deep as she sat down next to her. “I’m working on it.”


“Here.”
Beth set a steaming mug in front of her. “Nurse it. Don’t chug.”


Elliot
mumbled some incoherent words of thanks and sipped deep enough to break the
thin layer of foam.


“Better?”


“It’s
not what anyone would call a good cappuccino, but it’s infinitely better than
the alternative of doing without in these pre-dawn hours.”


“You
do know the sun actually rose over an hour ago, right?” Rory asked.


“Sunrise
may have technically been an hour ago, but dawn is whenever I deem it
appropriate to fully open my eyes, and this is definitely earlier than that.”


“How
do you plan to change the world from your bed?” Beth asked.


Rory
and Elliot both snickered.


“Never
mind. I walked right into that one. Sometimes I think you two really are the
same person.”


“But
I’m much younger,” Elliot said.


“And
I’m better looking,” Rory quipped.


Beth
sighed. “Kelly’s going to kill me.”


“No.”
Elliot looked up at her quickly with what she hoped came across as sincerity.
“I promise you I can do this. I won’t let you down.”


Beth’s
smile turned downright motherly. “I know. I wouldn’t have put you in the line
of fire unless I felt certain you could handle the challenge.”


“But
…” Rory drew out the word.


Elliot
watched them share a wordless exchange. 


“But
nothing,” Beth said breezily. “Both Kelly and Elliot are 


professionals
with drive and high standards. They’re going to be perfect for each other.”


Rory
raised her eyebrows, pursed her lips, then shrugged. 


Whatever
she’d planned to say clearly wasn’t worth contradicting her fiancée, and since
Rory wasn’t generally one to hold her tongue, Elliot figured it must not have
been too important.


“You
ready to walk over?” Beth asked Elliot.


“Sure,”
she said, fast enough to hide the flutter of nervousness the question prompted.
She didn’t get first-day jitters, at least not as far as anyone else knew. 


“All
right.” Rory clapped a hand on her shoulders, automatically causing her to
straighten them. “Good luck, champ.”


She
could’ve sworn there was an unspoken, “You’re going to need it,” in her eyes,
but she replied with an easy, “You don’t need luck when you’ve got skills.”


“In
that case, enjoy your first step toward world domination.”


“My
first step ever was toward world domination.”


Rory
laughed outright, and Beth smiled despite her eye-roll. 


“All
right, all right.” She took another healthy swig of her cappuccino, grimacing
at the taste, or lack of taste, before swinging the door open wide. “Let’s do
this.”


A
blast of frigid air hit her square in the face as soon as the words left her
mouth, but she gritted her teeth against the cold. Some people found that sort
of thing invigorating, she told herself as she choked back a string of
profanity. 


Beth
didn’t seem to feel the icicles stabbing her eyes as she walked through the
door Elliot held open. Her smile never faltered. Nothing about Beth ever
faltered. She was every bit as impressive as Rory, but without the need to make
sure anyone else noticed. Honestly, between the two of them, Elliot could never
really tell which one was stronger, or maybe they magnified each other’s strength.
She supposed stranger things had happened. People were funny and emotions
weird. She’d stopped trying to figure out how other people worked long ago. She
could admire what Beth and Rory had, the same way she could admire a fine
sports car without wanting to be a mechanic. They worked, and she had no desire
to look under the hood to try to figure out why. 


“Kelly’s
office is just in the opposite corner of the square.” Beth pointed one
glove-covered hand directly across the unofficial center of Darlington. 


The
town square looked like something off the front of a postcard or the opening of
an old sepia-toned film. Neat sidewalks fronted tidy, brick and stucco
two-story buildings. Faded awnings and empty flower boxes ringed the outer edge
of the spot where two county roads converged and spun in a tight little circle
of commerce, rather than the more common four-way stop. A circle inside the
square, so geometric, so purposefully planned so long ago. This section of road
was red brick, or at least it was red underneath the thin layer of dried salt
left over from an early winter snowstorm. The middle of the circle, filled with
dead grass and sparse, short trees, offered a meeting space for town cookouts
and barbershop quartets during better, warmer, older days. But even now in the
dead of winter, a small white gazebo stood, squat and a little too sharp-edged
to be beautiful, but quaint enough to fit the center of the circle inside the
square. To complete the picture of classic Midwestern Americana, a tattered,
all-weather version of Old Glory snapped, high atop a tall metal flagpole. 


Elliot
was never sure what the image of small-town American life was supposed to
inspire in a radical urban queer. Should it tap into some deep longing, or stir
a desire for a quieter American dream? Or was the order and solemn dignity,
holding onto its heritage amid a world gone mad, meant to remind her she didn’t
fit in here and might as well move along? Both possibilities seemed equally
true at times, and yet on other days, both seemed laughable. She didn’t yet
know what kind of day this would turn into, but somewhere in this visual
display of domesticity was a tax firm where she did belong, at least for the
next few months. She didn’t see any reason to waste time contemplating power,
the past, or progress in the subzero wind chills when she could, quite
literally, cut some corners in her path to get there.


“Easy
enough.” Elliot stepped off the sidewalk and into the old-fashioned brick
street, holding up a hand as she went. A rusted old Chevy slowed to a stop,
causing everyone behind it to hit their brakes.


“Elliot!”
Beth scolded. “What are you doing?”


“Going
to work,” she said matter-of-factly as she strode confidently across the
street. 


“You’re
holding up traffic.”


“No,
I’m walking. You’re holding up traffic.” Elliot glanced down at her feet as she
stepped onto the crisp frozen grass of the town green space, then pointedly
back at Beth, who tiptoed apologetically across the brick road.


“Okay,
okay, I see what you did there,” Beth admitted as she caught up. “But you can’t
just step into oncoming traffic. This isn’t Chicago.”


“Right,
this isn’t Chicago, which is exactly why I can step into oncoming
traffic, not that a few old men in pickups constitute ‘traffic,’ but they
always stop.”


“What
if they don’t?”


“Then
I’ll deal with that when I have to. Right now, I have to get to work.” She
bounded up the stairs across the picturesque white gazebo. “And this is the
most direct route.” 
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The little bell
above the door at Rolen and Rolen rang as someone entered. “I’ll be right with
you,” Kelly called as she pushed the copy button on her Xerox machine and took
a hasty swig of tepid coffee. 


“It’s
just me,” Beth said, poking her head around the wall dividing the public space
of the office from the business side. 


Kelly
smiled in spite of her exhaustion. Sometimes an unexpected visit from Beth
tapped into a reserve of something she did a better job of guarding when
adequately prepared for her presence.


“Well,
me and Elliot,” Beth added.


Her
frown was every bit as automatic and unguarded as the expression that had
preceded it. “Right. The intern. That’s happening today.” The fact had escaped
her mind, which was uncharacteristic, or rather more characteristic these days
than ever before. She’d begun to forget appointments or lose track of time,
which of course was why she needed an intern in the first place. No, not
needed. She didn’t need help, but she might like to have an extra set of
eyes, or maybe she might enjoy having someone to boss around. “Well, go ahead
and bring the intern in.”


“Elliot,”
Beth whispered. “Her name is Elliot, not ‘The Intern.’ ”


She
rolled her eyes. “Elliot, right.” What a stupid name for a girl. Why couldn’t
people just name their daughters something normal anymore? She grabbed the
still-warm copies from the Xerox tray with one hand and her coffee with the
other, taking another gulp before following Beth around the corner.


She
nearly froze at the sight of the woman in front of her. She wasn’t sure what
she’d expected. She hadn’t thought she’d given the idea of a college student
any thought at all, but if she had pictured someone, it wouldn’t have been the
imposing figure before her now. For some reason when she pictured college-age
girls, they were all petite and peppy and blonde, not tall and androgynous with
square jaws and incandescent green eyes. 


“Hello.”
The young woman shook a tuft of auburn hair off her forehead. “I’m Elliot
Garza.”


Yes,
Kelly thought, in spite of her annoyance moments before. Yes, you are
absolutely an Elliot. She extended her hand. “Kelly Rolen.”


“It’s
a pleasure,” Elliot said.


Pleasure?
Something about the word sent a chill across her skin. She broke the contact
between them before saying, “We’ll see.”


Elliot
arched an eyebrow, and one corner of Beth’s mouth quirked up as if amused. 


Kelly’s
jaw tightened. She didn’t appreciate being caught off guard, and she didn’t
appreciate that she’d let her surprise show even for one second. “I don’t
suppose you have any experience, do you?” she asked brusquely, walking behind
an old metal and faux-wood desk to put some space between them.


“Actually,
I do,” Elliot said coolly. “I worked for a payroll and accounting services
company in Chicago two summers in a row, and last year I worked in the
university audits department all year.” 


She
frowned. That was more experience than she’d expected. “So, no experience in a
CPA office then?”


“No,
but I’ve done taxes.” Elliot stood up a little straighter, too straight, really.



Kelly
glanced down to see she wore only flat-soled boots, and yet their eyes were
level despite her own two-inch heels. “Well, I hope you’re a fast learner
because tax season started on Monday, and we’re already behind.”


“I’m
fast at a lot of things.” Elliot jammed her hands into the pockets of her rich,
dark coat. “Just tell me what you need.”


Need.



The
word burned her up. She looked to Beth, filled with the sudden urge to tell her
this wouldn’t work. It couldn’t work. She didn’t need help. She couldn’t
need help. Not from this walking, talking, tall drink of self-assuredness. 


“I
think you two are going to get along famously,” Beth cut in quickly, shooting
her one of those smiles that so clearly said, “Be patient.”


Kelly
took a deep breath in through her nose and released it quickly through her
mouth, before nodding. “If you say so, I won’t argue … yet.”


“Then
I’ll leave you both to it. Also, there will be some paperwork to fill out for
the university, but since this came together at the last minute, I’m sure
they’ll understand you both taking a few days to get your feet under you before
we worry about formalities.”


What
a nice way of saying she didn’t have to sign anything until she knew for sure
she wouldn’t kill the intern. Then Beth turned to Elliot, and laying a hand on
her arm, gave it a little squeeze before saying, “You’re going to do great.”


“Thanks,
Beth,” Elliot said with such gentle sincerity that Kelly almost softened,
though toward which of them she wasn’t sure. Suddenly everyone seemed so much
more human, so much more vulnerable. Beth had a way of highlighting those
qualities, for better or worse.


But
Beth was leaving. Kelly and Elliot both watched her go and waited for the door
to shut completely before turning to size each other up again.


Alone
now, Elliot seemed every bit as imposing as she had at first glance, though
upon closer inspection she wasn’t absurdly tall, maybe five-nine, but her long
coat and square shoulders made her stature appear more impressive. Yeah, it had
to be the coat.


“So
…” Elliot said, tugging on the fingers of her brown suede gloves. “Where do you
want me to start?” 


Good
question. One she didn’t have the answer to. She
really hadn’t thought the whole intern concept through. She hadn’t had the
time, energy, or inclination to wonder about what parts of her father’s
business she felt comfortable handing over to a stranger. She should probably
try to consider their situation as something














































































































































































































Chapter Five

 

 

 



A knock on her
apartment door pulled Elliot off the couch. She’d been trying to cool down for
an hour, but breathing exercises and meditation had done little to assuage her
frayed nerves. After walking home in the frigid cold, she’d convinced herself
that her trembling hands were merely a product of the bone-deep chill, but
after running them under lukewarm water and chugging a cup of coffee, she felt
thoroughly warmed through, and still she shook. She hated herself for getting
so upset, but bravado went only so far when it came to covering real pain.


“Who
is it?” she called through the door. She might be in Darlington, but today had
reminded her that “small town” didn’t always mean “safety.”


“It’s
Kelly Rolen.” Her voice was muffled through the door, but Elliot still heard
the mix of hesitancy and annoyance. 


“Shit,”
she muttered. She did not want to see her. She certainly didn’t want Kelly in
her personal space, alone, not without having time to get her guard up. But if
she sent her away, wouldn’t that reveal Kelly had gotten under her skin? If she
couldn’t hold her own with one bitchy bigot, how did she ever stand a chance
with something bigger at stake? The risks of facing Kelly Rolen seemed slightly
more bearable than the risk associated with not.


She
cracked the door enough to get her face through, but not enough to expose her
whole body. Kelly seemed equally conflicted. She had her arms folded across her
chest and one hip cocked to the side almost defiantly, but her eyes remained
firmly fixed on the toe of her slick black shoes as she mumbled. “Can I talk to
you?”


“How
did you get my address?”


“I
called Beth.”


She
swallowed a wave of mixed emotions. Had Beth betrayed her by delivering her up
to a homophobe twice in one day? Surely not. Nothing about that scenario rang
true to what she knew of Beth. But Rory had told her to be careful. She’d
seemed to leave something unspoken, too, and Rory didn’t usually keep much to
herself. How did she reconcile those two things? Especially with Kelly at her
door.


“Look,”
Kelly said, still staring at her feet. “I know you don’t trust me, and that’s
fine, but I didn’t mean what you thought I meant.”


She
didn’t know how to respond, so she simply didn’t.


“You
jumped to a very unfair conclusion. I felt attacked in my own place of
business.”


“So
you mentioned. Loudly. Did you come over to repeat yourself, in case I missed
you shouting the same thing at me an hour ago?”


Kelly
blew out a frustrated breath. “No. I came over because of the files you worked
on.”


Her
heart rate accelerated. What was Kelly accusing her of now? Had she messed
something up? No, her work had been flawless. Maybe she was being framed. This
was how they always got rid of you. They couldn’t fire you for being gay, so
they had to trump up some charges.


“After
you left, I looked over the intake forms. Then I looked over the documents you
scanned into the computer. I also noticed you’d begun to input several of the
returns.”


“I
didn’t have anything else do to,” she sulked. 


“You
could’ve left,” Kelly said, her voice tight, but not raised. “You could’ve
played on your phone or rummaged through my stuff.”


“That’s
not the kind of person I am.”


“I’m
glad to hear it,” Kelly said. That thought hadn’t crossed her mind. Had she
really grown that used to being disappointed in the people around her? And how
had Elliot, of all people, been the one to buck that trend? “Surprised maybe,
but glad. You did everything right, by the way. All the work on Mrs. Anthony’s
form and the scanning and the inputting.”


Elliot
nodded, trying not to gloat or get too comfortable. “I know.”


Kelly’s
jaw twitched a little bit, but to her credit she plowed on. “You can come back
to work tomorrow.”


“I
planned to.”


Kelly
let her arms drop to her sides. “Okay then, fine.”


“Is
that really all you came to say?”


Kelly
hesitated a few seconds. “I guess so.”


Elliot
stared at her, incredulous once again. So she admitted Elliot had done
everything right at work, and she also asserted she wasn’t anti-gay, and yet
all Elliot got was, she could come back to work? Something she’d told Kelly she
planned to do all along. That hardly seemed worth a trip to her apartment. No
apology. No explanation. Nothing personal in any way.


“Look,
I said you did fine today, and you can come back tomorrow. What more do you
want from me?”


“How
about you explain why you were in such a bad mood?”


“That’s
none of your business,” Kelly snapped.


“Oh,
are we back to that again?” She shook her head. “Forgive me for thinking that
when someone screams at me unfairly, I have a right to know why.”


Kelly
clenched her jaw again, and Elliot wondered how the woman hadn’t given herself
TMJ yet, but when Kelly met her gaze, her eyes were no longer defiant. She blinked
a few times, as if fighting back tears, but by the time she focused, Elliot saw
no evidence of them. Whatever emotions she was concealing all seemed to lead
back to anger. “I’m not going to stand in a hallway and explain myself to my
intern.”


Back
on familiar footing, Elliot should’ve been able to respond in kind, the sharp
tone, the angry retort. But she’d seen something human in the half-second
between Kelly’s tirades, something that pulled at her chest in an uncomfortable
way. “You could come inside,” she offered. “I mean, if you’re afraid of being
overheard.”


“I
just … I, um,” she looked toward the ceiling and bit her lip. “I had a really
bad day.”


Now
Elliot’s heart thudded for a different reason, this one less to do with fear or
anxiety and more to do with compassion she didn’t really want to feel for Kelly
right now. Whatever this woman’s problem was, she’d made it clear it was her
problem, not Elliot’s. She didn’t need her boss crying on her shoulder any more
than she needed her to yell. She didn’t need her to be anything other than a
normal freaking boss. She needed intern hours to graduate. She needed a letter
of reference. She needed practical experience that would allow her to get a job
and move on to bigger and better things. She needed to get away from anything
and everything that complicated her plans.


Instead,
she took a step back and swung the door open wide. 
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Rented couch.
College housing. Frat boys. Stains. Body fluids.
Those were the things Kelly thought about as she took a seat as lightly as
possible on Elliot’s furniture. Those thoughts, horrifying as they were, kept
her mind off less pleasant subjects like the ones that caused her to cave, in
one of those increasingly common moments of weakness. 


“So,
here’s the magic elixir,” Elliot said, setting down a rainbow-shaded mug on a
coffee table that had more dents and scratches than she had reasons to want to
get out of there.


She
picked up the mug and sipped the steaming liquid more for a distraction than
out of any real desire to taste anything, but as soon as the coffee hit her
taste buds, everything changed. The light seemed brighter, the air lighter,
even Elliot’s wary expression seemed bearable. “Wow.”


“Wow?”
Elliot asked, a little grin showing over the rim of her own mug.


“That’s,
oh—” She took another sip and closed her eyes to savor the flavor filling her
mouth. “What brand is this?”


“Oh,
it’s not a brand. I buy it on the black market.”


Kelly
coughed and quickly wiped her mouth. “Does it have drugs in it or something?”


Elliot
threw back her head and laughed, the first unguarded show of emotion Kelly had
seen out of her all day. She had a great laugh, hearty, deep, and so
wonderfully full it made Kelly forget she was the one getting laughed at.


“I
know a guy,” Elliot said, as her laughter trailed off. “He orders the beans raw
from all over the world and he roasts them himself to whatever specifications I
need for any given situation.”


“Any
given situation?”


“Sure.
Some days you need a dark roast to get you through. Some days you need a medium
roast to keep you in your groove. And some days, you have a girl over who can’t
handle her java like a grown-up, and you need to ease her in with a blonde
roast.”


Her
face flamed and she went back to counting nicks in the coffee table before she
finally managed to squeak out. “What kind is this?”


“Dark,”
Elliot said coolly. “Seems warranted after the day we had.”


She
sighed, curling her fingers fully around the mug and taking another strong
pull. “You have no idea.”


“I
really don’t. I sort of hoped you’d fill me in though.”


She
set her mug down and folded her hands in her lap so Elliot couldn’t see them
shake, but she immediately missed the warmth and comfort offered by the coffee.
How should she even start? What did she really want to give away? Nothing,
actually, but she had to tell her something. Or not. She could just make an
excuse and leave. She didn’t have to reveal any more weakness than she already
had.


“Sometimes
it’s easier to talk to a stranger,” Elliot said softly. “I don’t know you. I
have no investment in who you’ve been before now, or even in who you’ll be four
months from now after I graduate and leave. That’s one of the things I really
liked about coming to college here. I got a clean slate with no strings
attached.”


Kelly
nodded slowly. She hadn’t considered the relative anonymity angle before.
Everyone she knew, she’d known all her life. She didn’t meet many new people
around Darlington, and even if she did, they would likely be inserting
themselves into town life soon enough and would no doubt hear the whole story
eventually. The only place where local lines didn’t usually cross was at the
college. Bramble College existed largely as a separate entity on the edge of
town, like some foreign outpost of people who barely spoke the local language.
Students rarely ventured beyond a row of bars that catered to them, and even
most of the professors kept to themselves in tight cliques. With the exception
of sporting events, locals and college folks rarely interacted.


There
was something freeing in the realization that Elliot wouldn’t have anyone to
tell about her boss’s meltdown today. Well, except for Beth, but Beth already
knew she was here. Beth knew more about her than anyone else ever would. Elliot
couldn’t possibly tell Beth anything new.


She
met Elliott’s sea-glass green eyes and said, “My dad had a stroke.”


“Today?”


“No,
a week ago, or maybe a week and a half. The days are all starting to blur
together. He’s still in the hospital.”


“And
that’s where you went today?”


“Yes,
they called because he had a seizure. They needed me to approve a new treatment
option. He should be getting better, but he’s not. He may actually be getting
worse.”


She’d
thought admitting that might feel like a betrayal, as though she didn’t believe
in him enough to think he could beat everything that plagued him, but once the
words fell out, she felt only relief. The weight pushing down on her chest and
shoulders lessened significantly as she continued. “No one has answers. No one
can tell me what he needs, or even why he’s not responding to the treatments,
not even the specialists from St. Louis. They keep giving me these vague
platitudes about the brain being complex and time being a key element.”


“Sounds
terrifying,” Elliot said sympathetically, “and exhausting and maddening.”


“Yes.
All of that.”


“I
see why you’d be on edge. And I guess the business was his business first?”


“He
built it. He taught me from the time I was old enough to add and subtract. This
is the first tax season without him.” Funny— in all of this, she’d never said
that out loud. Everyone she spoke to knew their past, knew their present, knew
what his absence meant, and yet she hadn’t gotten the time or the chance to
fully comprehend those things herself. At thirty-two years old, she’d never
done her job without her dad. 


“Tax
season is stressful enough, right? And now you have all of these changes, and
forgive me if I’m off base here,” Elliot said, her grin returning, “but you
don’t seem like the kind of person who really thrives on change.”


She
snorted softly. “Not really.”


“And
now, not only is your dad not there, I came into the office and reminded you
about everything you can’t control. I bet every time you looked at me, you
remembered that he wasn’t there.”


“No.
I mean, maybe. But I don’t need any help. I didn’t even want an intern.”


Elliot
blinked at her, startled. “Then, why did you … Beth?”


Kelly
nodded, her chest tight again at the sound of her name leaving Elliot’s lips so
casually. 


“So
Beth convinced you to let me come help, but you didn’t want any help because
you’re trying to go it alone and you’re already stressed out enough …” She blew
out a frustrated breath of air. “I was screwed before I even walked in. I
could’ve been your fairy godmother, an Olympic level CPA, and straight as an
arrow, and none of it would have mattered.”


She
didn’t like that conclusion. She didn’t like being painted as unreasonable. She
didn’t like being backed into a corner. She didn’t like being pegged so
perfectly, so quickly, especially since she’d yet to get a clear sense of
Elliot’s personality. On one hand she seemed arrogant and aggressive. Her
temper flared easily, and she’d jumped to wild conclusions earlier in the day.
And yet, now she appeared calm and perceptive, even in her criticism. Kelly
wasn’t sure she would’ve been quite so open to listening if their roles had
been reversed, and while she wouldn’t admit it to anyone else, she didn’t like
being out-graced by a hothead lesbian intern. Oh yeah, the lesbian thing had
gotten her labeled a homophobe. Her stomach tightened again. She couldn’t get
so comfortable around Elliot that she made the big mistake. “I didn’t even
think about you being gay. It wasn’t a factor.”


Elliot
arched an eyebrow. 


“I
mean it. I don’t go around thinking about people’s sex lives.”


“Being
gay is about so much more than sex.”


“Fine.”
She waved her hand quickly. She couldn’t go there, for so many reasons. “I
don’t care unless it affects business, and I don’t see any reason why it needs
to.”


Elliot
scowled, her lips pursed together, and Kelly fought the urge to say more, to
soften her words, to seek some sort of understanding without actually
communicating anything more, but she couldn’t. This wasn’t a new conflict, and
she wouldn’t make new mistakes.


“So
where do we go from here?” Elliot finally asked.


“Back
to work.” She rose and took a couple more hard, hot swallows of coffee. “If you
want to come back. You understand the situation now. It’s up to you.”


Elliot
stood and walked with her to the door, her expression pensive. “I’ll be there
tomorrow.”


Kelly
respected her concise, uncomplicated, and unemotional answer, but she did
wonder what Elliot left unsaid. What thoughts made her smooth brow wrinkle as
she held open the door? What argument died on her lips? Nothing outside work
really mattered, but just because it didn’t matter didn’t mean part of her
didn’t want to know more.
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Elliot stood back
from the ancient coffee machine as if it might explode at any moment. She was
relatively certain she’d done everything right, but the gurgles and hisses
emanating from the contraption sounded more like death throes than the happy
bubbling she got from her Cuisinart DC-122 at home. 


“Shhh,”
she warned the machine. Kelly was in her private office with a client, and she
wanted to surprise her. At least that’s what she told herself. If she were
being completely honest, she also didn’t want to set her off before she managed
to get her fully caffeinated, and since she hadn’t been granted explicit
permission to touch the coffeemaker, she worried she might have crossed another
invisible line. 


The
peace had been tentative so far, as her arrival was met with polite disinterest
and her instructions largely mirrored the day before. She’d spent the first
twenty minutes snuggled up next to her friend, the document scanner. Kelly had
said, “Good morning,” and “you can scan those files,” both without a hint of
disdain or even annoyance, but she could hardly consider those few words a
large enough sample size to make any decisions about her mood. 


Should
she mention their talk the night before, or maybe ask about her dad? It seemed
rude not to bring him up after what she’d learned about his condition. And yet,
knowing how the subject affected Kelly, maybe it would be more merciful to
stick to neutral topics. She had been pondering this since the moment she
walked in the door, but before she had made up her mind on a course of action,
a young man in jeans and a heavy flannel jacket had come in, and the two of
them had been in a meeting in Kelly’s private office ever since.


She’d
finished scanning the stack of documents Kelly had given her, and she certainly
wasn’t about to interrupt her meeting with a client, so she was at a loss.
Hence, the coffee-making. The fact that she’d stashed a few of her own freshly
ground beans in her work bag before coming in that morning may have been a tip
that she’d spent some time thinking of Kelly outside work hours, but only in an
attempt to avoid a repeat of yesterday. Her motives were born from a mixture of
self-preservation and caffeine addiction, nothing more.


Suddenly
with a sputter and a spit, the coffee streamed through the ancient office relic
and ran happily into the pot below. She lifted her fist in silent victory. Now
whatever else the day brought, at least they would both get to face it with
coffee. The thought bolstered her so much she wandered back over to the
computer next to the scanner. She clicked through a few screens of the things
she’d scanned, checking for the third time to make sure everything was in
order. She understood this process. She understood the next step, too. She
could input the information from the documents she’d scanned into the Pro
Series DMS. The payroll service she worked for in Chicago had a tax prep
department that used the same programs, and all the files she’d worked with so
far were straightforward and well-organized.


She
opened the tax software, waiting patiently for it to load. She found a client’s
name and clicked to open the file. Elliot verified that the name, address, and
phone number hadn’t changed over the last year, then clicked on the W-2 screen
and started inputting information from the documents she’d already scanned.
Kelly had admitted the inputting work she’d toyed around with yesterday was
spot-on. Why not push a little further down the same line? She plugged in a few
more numbers— medical expenses, real estate taxes, and charitable
contributions. Her fingers took over the keyboard, and before she knew it,
she’d filled out two full returns. 


She
stretched and looked at her watch, then blinked. Crap, she’d lost track of
time. The door to Kelly’s office swung open, and she walked out with the young
man close behind her. 


“Thanks
Kelly,” he said. “I know I’m kind of a mess. I didn’t think I’d be able to get
this all put together without Mary’s help.” 


“We’ll
get it all worked out, John. Don’t worry.”


“I
appreciate it. I know you have enough going on right now.”


Elliot
glanced up to see Kelly’s tight smile. “Working keeps my mind off of things.”


“Yeah,
I know,” he said, his own smile grim. “About that, um if you ever need
anything, a hand around the house, or a meal or someone to talk to, I’d be
happy to buy you dinner sometime. I mean to thank you for everything you’re
doing.”


Elliot
quickly turned back toward her computer screen. Thank you dinner, my ass.
This guy just asked Kelly out. So much for sexuality not interfering with
work. She and farmer dude spend over an hour quietly ensconced in her office
and leave with plans for a date.


“I’d
like that,” Kelly said, “but probably won’t have time until after tax season.”


“Of
course,” he said seriously, than laughed a little. “I’m sure we’ll see each
other again before that.”


“Probably,”
Kelly said kindly. “Stay warm out there.”


Well,
she hadn’t accepted the date exactly, but she hadn’t turned him down either.
What did that mean? Why did she care? She typed quickly, trying to act natural,
as though she hadn’t eavesdropped.


“What
are you doing?” Kelly asked.


“Working.”
Elliot said, keeping her head down.


“Scanning?”


Her
shoulders tensed, but she tried to continue in a normal tone. “I finished the
scanning. Now I’m inputting the data.” 


She
heard Kelly shifting around close behind her, and then felt her body heat as
she leaned over her shoulder. The warmth of her there was disconcerting on
multiple levels, some she didn’t care to examine too closely.


“Scroll
up,” Kelly said in a firm but even voice.


She
complied wordlessly, feeling every bit like a cadet under inspection. Would
Kelly launch a grenade if she found her work lacking? No, her work was
flawless. She had too much at stake.


Finally
Kelly stood and backed away. “All right. You can take over the inputting on the
simple returns, just make sure you flag the ones you do for my review before we
finalize and process them.”


She
raised her eyebrows at the computer screen. It wasn’t exactly a compliment, but
the increased responsibility surely implied approval, right? She tried not to
turn around until she’d gotten her grin back to neutral. “I also made coffee.”


“Is
that what I smell?” Kelly asked, and took an audible inhale. “I thought maybe
you just brought some with you, for yourself.”


“No.
I mean I did bring the beans from home, but to share. I thought we might need
to stay fully caffeinated this tax season. Plus, it’s a good smell for the
office, right?”


“Are
you implying my office smelled bad before?”


“No,”
she answered quickly. “It smelled like an office, like paper and copy toner.
Totally normal.”


“But
coffee is better?”


“Well
… yeah.”


Kelly
nodded thoughtfully. “Okay, you’re in charge of coffee every day, too.”


She
didn’t know if she should be thrilled to have done something else correctly, or
to be offended that being designated the office coffee monkey felt like such a
reward. “So I scan, I input, I make coffee. Got it. Anything else?”


Kelly
looked around the office, slowly turning in a circle before lifting her arms
and letting them fall back to her sides. “I’ve never had to make these
decisions before.”


The
plaintive note in her voice made all of Elliot’s frustration dissipate. “I
guess we can just figure it out as we go along.”


“That’s
not how I usually operate. The wait and see approach isn’t generally my style.”


“No,
I wouldn’t have guessed it is.” 


Kelly
regarded her more seriously now, her intensely dark eyes traveling deliberately
up the length of her; this time the inspection felt less formal, but no less
nerve-wracking. Elliot squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, refusing to
turn away from the implicit challenge.


Suddenly
Kelly shook her head and sidestepped to the coffee-maker. “We never officially
discussed your hours. I should’ve paid better attention, but Beth blindsided
me. I’m not sure she ever said how much you should work.”


The
abrupt change of subjects, or more importantly, tone, caught Elliot by
surprise. One minute Kelly had felt so close, her eyes intense and clear, then
in an instant the distance between them felt so much more than the few feet of
physical divide. Everything from her body language to her tone shifted
drastically into a detached business mode.


“Well,
I’ve already filled my hours of professional service for licensure with my
previous work in the field.” That wasn’t exactly what Kelly asked, but she
wanted to make sure she made it clear she wasn’t the average intern. “So, for
my course credit, I need twenty hours a week for sixteen weeks, but I talked to
my advisor, and she said it doesn’t matter how we spread out the workload, so
long as I get 320 hours.”


“So
if we crunch that down to the nine weeks left in tax season, you’d be here
thirty-five and a half hours a week.”


Elliot
tapped her temple. “You did the math in your head. Have you ever considered a
career working with numbers?”


Kelly
didn’t laugh or even smile as she poured coffee into a mug with the local high
school’s initials on the side in red, white, and blue. Okay, maybe the joke
hadn’t been a side-splitter, but not even a grin or a good-natured eye-roll?
Tough crowd. She transitioned back into business. “We could overlap hours all
the time if you want to keep an eye on me, or since I know you’ve got other
stuff on your plate, I could stagger my hours with yours to make sure we have
coverage.”


Kelly
nodded thoughtfully. “I’m not sure what my schedule will be. I generally work
even on nights and weekends. I’m not sure that’s allowed for you.”


“Everything’s
allowed for me. I mean, barring any law-breaking. I can work nights and
Saturdays. I can open for you when you’re at the hospital. I can man the front
desk, the phone, or the scanner.” She didn’t know why she was volunteering so
damn much, but the words kept pouring out of her mouth before she thought them
through. She felt like she had to prove her worth to Kelly, though she didn’t
care to examine why her opinion mattered quite so much. “If I go over my 35.5
hours a week, I won’t tell on you. No one would have to know.”


“I
would know,” Kelly snapped for the first time that morning, a hint of fire
returning to her eyes. “Just because you can get away with something doesn’t
make it right.”


“Fair
enough,” Elliot responded evenly, “but I’m just as new as you are to this whole
intern thing. I’ve been an employee and I’ve been a volunteer, but I’ve always
heard interns sort of get abused in the name of experience.”


“There
are laws against that now.”


She
smiled broadly in spite of the tension still radiating from Kelly. “There are,
but most people don’t know that.”


“Ignorance
of the law is no excuse for breaking the law,” she said in a clipped tone that
made it clear the subject matter was closed. “Just keep a log of your hours,
and I’ll sign it at the end of each week.”


“Okay.”


“And
tell me if you don’t understand something, or if you don’t feel comfortable
with something. You’re in my family business. The buck stops with me.”


“I
will.”


“Good,”
Kelly said curtly. “And your school work comes first, so if you have any
commitments at the college, let me know. You shouldn’t miss school for work.”


Well
that sounded awfully motherly, though nothing like her actual mother. “I can
let you know at least a week in advance when I’m available.”


“Then
think about scheduling and get back to me. In the meantime, keep doing what
you’ve been doing.” Without waiting for a response, she turned, coffee in hand,
and strode purposefully back to her office and closed the door.


Elliot
flopped into the chair at the reception desk. Who was this woman? What kind of
person in the middle of a personal crisis and a professional overload refused
to accept extra hours from an intern who volunteered? And who in the middle of
tax season took time to lecture the intern about the importance of putting
school ahead of work? She’d always heard that during this time of year, chaos
reigned and all hands were required on deck at all times. Honestly, part of her
had looked forward to the thrill of the fight. Instead, she felt as though
she’d been patted on the head and told to just keep doing her house chores. She
would’ve been disappointed or even angry at the patrician tone Kelly kept using
with her, if not for the intensity behind even her most coddling comments. 


Like
it or not, and she wasn’t at all sure which side she fell on yet, there was
something compelling in Kelly’s drive, in her focus, in her unflinching
dedication to doing everything right, and with full command. Hell, there was always
something intriguing about a woman in charge, and a beautiful woman at that.


Nope.
No. Bad thoughts. 


She’d
just begun to make progress here. She’d only in the last few minutes righted
the ship after the whole homophobia throwdown yesterday and gotten them both
back in straight-up business mode. Thinking of Kelly as some sort of beautiful
accounting dominatrix would only lead to disaster. She needed to follow Kelly’s
not-so-subtle cue and get back to work.
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