
Chapter One 

			Evelyn O’Halloran liked hot chocolate. But not this much. Not enough to get her to step into an elevator. But inexplicably, that was what she’d done. In spite of the fact that her favorite stadium vendor was only seven floors up from their fifty-yard-line seats. In spite of the fact that she was in the best physical shape of her life and could have easily managed the stairs. What had she been thinking? Sure, she’d once spent a month sandwiched between layers of sedimentary glacial deposits, gathering evidence for her graduate thesis. Years ago. Now, she could no longer tolerate small spaces. Especially elevators.

			This particularly unreliable metal box had come to an unscheduled and unpleasantly jarring stop. The doors would not open. She’d stopped stabbing at the numbered plastic squares on the control panel seconds after she’d realized they were ineffective. She’d held the metal rail beside her to stop the tiny metal box from spinning around her and had waited for her heart to restart. When it did, she’d spent the next five minutes waiting for it to stop relentlessly pumping and pounding blood in her ears. She’d given up trying to discern what the muffled voice on the other end of the emergency phone had said, but at the very least, someone knew she was stuck.

			Why an elevator? Why this elevator? She mentally pointed a finger at the generous hot chocolate vendor who’d overfilled each cup. It took only a few searing splashes to convince her that if she wanted to get back to her seat before the game was over, she needed a safer and smoother descent. Mistake number one.

			Mistake number two was forgetting how terribly claustrophobic she was.

			She desperately wanted to believe that someone was on the way. Hope would calm her. But when the ear pounding mercifully stopped, she became aware of the panting. Alarmed, she tried to slow down each breath. Her face felt like wax, melting. Slowly. Her eyes welled with tears, and every one of the damned numbered dots above the door remained unlit. Her mouth was dry, and the panting was replaced by an onslaught of nausea.

			Jesus, get a grip, Evie. Had it really come to this? Was this the way her life would end? In an elevator? At a football stadium? It didn’t seem imaginable, let alone fair.

			“I’m a good person,” she said aloud. “I work hard. I love my family and my dog. I care about this planet. I care about people.” Not one in particular more than others, but that was her own failing, and she was sure that didn’t require such a dramatic karmic reprimand as this. And working hard? Well, “hard” might have been an exaggeration. One should endeavour to be truthful, she imagined, when conducting a possibly final negotiation with one’s maker and taker. Truth be told, then, she had been a workaholic for most of her life. A professional hazard, she’d always thought. As a younger academic, making tenure had absorbed her and most people around her, so nothing except the next publication had mattered. By the time she’d made full professor, though, it had seemed that those same people around her had managed to also find time to pursue additional goals. Love. Marriage. Kids. So that was that.

			Evie had her sister and her niece. And of course, Walter, her dog. One needed her now more than ever. I have to get out. Another wave of nausea wobbled her knees. She fought against it, knowing in this moment of clarity that the catastrophizing would only making her symptoms worse. She tackled the dizziness first. She let herself sink down the wall and placed the cardboard tray of no-longer-steaming hot chocolate cups on the floor beside her. Better.

			Next, the nausea. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Or was it the other way around? Why couldn’t she pay attention at yoga? Seriously. What did it matter? At least she was breathing. But for how long? How much air was in an elevator? With each intentional breath, Evie felt more able to believe the answer: plenty. I will not die on this elevator. Evelyn O’Halloran will get another chance. She would find other ways to live her life. She would set new personal goals. She would change if she had to, will herself all the way there. What does it mean when you start talking about yourself in the third person? That you’re crazy? Egomaniacal? She settled on alive.

			No sooner did her resolve emerge than a grinding, mechanical sound filled her prison cell. Then there was a jolt. Movement slowly up. Then movement quickly down. She fought back a scream. The car moved slowly up again. The damned number five circle blinked tauntingly. She brushed aside her tears. The circle flashed again but stayed lit. She scrambled to her feet and pressed her ear against the door crack. Voices.

			The metal doors were parting. Slowly. Very slowly. Every pore in Evie’s body was wholly committed to finding space. Sweet, open breathable space. She grabbed the tray of drinks and, unwilling to wait a second more, forced her way through the barely separated rubber door bumpers.

			* * *

			“You were right, Ms. S, the doughnuts were totally worth the walk.”

			“Jerry, please call me Merr. Can we not take the stairs?”

			“Sorry again, Ms., er, I mean, Merr…that’s on me. My knees aren’t what they used to be, as you might’ve guessed. Football.”

			Merritt Shepherd congratulated herself on not rolling her eyes. She’d hoped that spending a bit of extra time with a couple of the “boys,” as Mark Einerson and Jerry Conroy liked to refer to themselves, might prove beneficial. They’d worked for Regina’s biggest agricultural nutrition producer, Farmexal, for several years. She was new to the company. In a way.

			“Spending time” was what had led her to develop a sudden craving for the mini doughnuts found only at the far end of the football stadium’s lower concourse. Not because she adored the tiny, baked-on-site treats, especially when warm. Delicious. Certainly not because of their powdered sugar cinnamon sweetness. Irresistible. Tucked while still hot into a bag she clutched as if it were gold. She did start to wonder five minutes into the walk if the doughnuts were worth enduring Conroy’s painfully boring reminiscences of his football years. How he’d toe-dragged a touchdown catch to win the high school city finals. How he’d once had a walk-on with Saskatchewan’s football team, the Roughriders, but he’d been nursing a knee injury at the time so couldn’t give it his best. To Merritt, it was all, well, numbing.

			Einerson, on the other hand, was a seriously closed book. Unlike Conroy, who normally oversaw Farmexal’s main facilities’ shipping and receiving gates, Einerson was a security guard who worked a circuit. The fertilizer producer had several locations in Regina and a few rural properties just east of the city limits. Einerson’s “cushy job,” Conroy explained now, was to drive to each and do a visual check.

			“And he gets to drive the company truck!”

			“Is that such a remarkable thing, Jerry?” Merritt feigned enthusiasm. “I mean, a truck is a truck, no?”

			Conroy’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. He reminded her of Yosemite Sam in that moment, though she couldn’t pinpoint why. In fact, he was quite the opposite of mean, rough, and tough, and Merritt doubted he even knew where the Rio Grande was.

			“It’s not just a truck. It’s a fully tricked out Interceptor. Tinted windows. Flat-finish paint, rims and bumpers. Anti-ram technology. It’s a serious set of wheels, Ms. S. Serious.”

			Merritt smiled, curious as to why the relatively small manufacturer needed to outfit its security guards with that grade of vehicle. She noticed Einerson smiling and wondered what he found funny.

			Conroy continued unfettered. “But I guess now that you’ve got your own new ride, it’s not so impressive, eh, Mark? I guess picking up those extra shifts at the casino have paid off.”

			Einerson crossed his arms in front of his muscled chest. He clearly wasn’t going to be drawn into banter by Conroy. Merritt took it upon herself to try a less confrontational approach.

			“Oh,” she forced herself to coo, “did you get a new car? Or truck? Tell me about it so I can dream about the day I no longer have car payments.”

			Einerson laughed. She smiled, hoping she’d secured a sense of camaraderie. Flirting wasn’t her forte, doubly ineffectual with men, but if it helped her get a better sense of this strong silent type, she’d bear the embarrassment. She filed away the fact that he moonlighted at the casino for another time.

			“It’s a Ford F-150,” Einerson muttered. “A truck.”

			He added that last bit as if Merritt had never heard of the model, and for the fifth time in as many minutes, she fought the urge to roll her eyes. Conroy rushed to fill the second of silence, explaining that it was red and had a “sweet chrome package” and could easily tow a boat or trailer or whatever. The level of detail was excruciating, so when Merritt noticed the elevator doors finally begin to open, she could barely wait to step on, hoping that once she did, the doors would close behind her with the boys on the other side.

			She lifted her head in time to see that she was just about to walk into someone, or they into her, and before she could react, Conroy charged between her and the person with surprising aggression for a guy with a bad knee. “Heads-up,” he said.

			The advancing woman reared back, seemingly startled by the onslaught. Merritt watched helplessly as her precious bag of delectable doughnuts launched upward, along with the cardboard tray of take-out cups the woman had been carrying. Doughnuts flew from the bag, lids abandoned their rims, and a rogue wave of beverages and baked goods crashed around with the force of a tsunami.

			* * *

			“Oh my God, I’m so sorry. Jerry, for goodness’ sake, move out of the way!”

			Evie didn’t know who Jerry was. Nor did she recognize the woman’s voice coming from behind the inelegant mass of a man before her. She was hard-pressed to focus on anything except the warm, sweet-smelling cascade of milky chocolate that had saturated her sweater clear through to her skin and the remnant of a doughnut perched on her shoulder. The drinks that hadn’t landed on her were now pooling at her feet. Tiny doughnuts floated, swelled, then sank into the liquid. Where did they come from?

			The hulk stepped aside. Evie looked up from the mess and leveled her eyes at the woman in front of her. Not a hulk. Nothing near. Evie was struck with another unavoidable and warm wave. This time, it was embarrassment. “No, no. It’s my fault entirely. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” She surveyed the perfectly tailored woman but failed to find a trace of spillage. In contrast to her relatively shabby self, the woman was spotless. Impossibly immaculate.

			“Are you absolutely sure you’re not burned?” The woman spoke slowly, almost as if Evie needed extra time to hear. “You are completely drenched.”

			“They were barely lukewarm. Honestly, the elevator was stuck for so long, they had time to cool.” The shouldered doughnut cascaded down her fleece shirt and plopped at her feet, throwing another splash onto her ankles. Insult to injury. The woman pretended not to have noticed, but Evie was sure she had. How could she not?

			“You’d been stuck in there? How terrible. For how long?”

			Way, way too long. “Yes, that’s why I was in too big a hurry squeezing out and didn’t see you…him…until we collided.” For the first time in at least an hour, she was able to draw a breath of relief. “Almost collided. My fault entirely.”

			Evie noticed a grin begin to sweep across her rescuer’s face, but it vanished as she turned to one of what Evie could now see were two accompanying men. In the moment before she addressed the larger of them, Evie noticed her jaw clench as if she was biting back words. When she did finally speak, her cadence seemed notably slower and measured, as if each word was carefully thought out before being freed. “Not the case. Jerry here overreacted to the situation. Let’s not debate it. We need to get you cleaned up.”

			Evie was confounded by the relationship between the three, the uncertainty adding to the oddly vulnerable experience. The sense of panic hadn’t entirely diminished, despite the more immediate relief, so she closed her eyes to minimize the sensory input. Within a second, a firm hand steadied her arm.

			“Jerry, please take the tray and what little is left of it from…” Strong but gentle fingers squeezed Evie’s arm before slowly releasing it.

			“Evelyn. Evie. O’Halloran. Dr. Evelyn…um…Evie O’Halloran.” Quick and stuttered. Unsure. She stopped talking, embarrassed by her comparatively flustered response, and surveyed the stranger. Even at a glance, there were innumerable differences between them. Whereas Evie was a sloppy mess now, this woman’s outfit was on the dressy end of casual and decidedly not as sporty as one would expect at a football game. Yet at the same time, she had an athletic vibe. Neatly pressed gray slacks hung from slim hips, and an equally tailored black shirt was visible beneath a quality, dark gray, wool waistcoat. Square shoulders. Sharp. She was nicely accessorized, too. Silver hoop earrings showed below an ultra-short and trendy haircut, and a matching necklace softened a decidedly left-of-femme androgyny. She wondered if the attire was true to the woman. If it fit. Did it really matter? The overall effect was impressive.

			And from what Evie had surmised from her students and the glimpses of pop culture she’d allowed herself, gender was so much more fluid—acceptably fluid—among the younger generations. Not that this woman was that young. Maybe mid-thirties? You are so out of touch, Evie. At forty-seven, what did she know about trends and gender-based fashion choices? Not much. Furthermore, her ability to identify who fit and who didn’t was astonishingly bad, even when practiced. And she was entirely out of practice.

			“Mark, will you please reach out to facilities and let them know about the elevator malfunction?” Ms. Hoops surveyed the area around the elevator and pulled her shoulders back before nodding toward him. “And would you stay near until they arrive so that no one else tries to use it?”

			“I called,” Evie said. “On the elevator phone. I suppose that was facilities I spoke with. They said they were coming, but that was, well, a while ago.”

			“Well, Dr. Evelyn Evie O’Halloran, let’s see what we can do to remedy this regrettable incident.”

			Evie hadn’t imagined it. There was something quite unusual about the cadence of her speech, as if it was a beat or two slower than most people’s. Evelyn wasn’t sure if this was Ms. Hoops’s normal pattern, or if she was being patronized. She doubted the latter because each word, her name especially, flowed as if it was carried on a river of honey.

			“And you are?” Evie managed.

			“Merr Shepherd.” More honey.

			Evie wondered if she’d heard her correctly. “Merr? As in Mary? Or are you a Marilyn?”

			“Close, but please just call me Merr.”

			It was probably a question, but Evelyn detected the polite straightforwardness of the request. No fuss. Easy. Sharp, clear edges.

			Merr it is.

			* * *

			The handrails leading up to the eighth floor were unsurprisingly cold. Merritt knew from experience that September in Regina was like the proverbial shot across the bow, and the cold would come. But she’d spent time in much colder locales in Saskatchewan, so she couldn’t complain. She could easily imagine that the good Doctor O’Halloran would be feeling the barely-short-of-freezing temperature down to her core. Even if she hadn’t been soaked, she wasn’t exactly dressed for the weather. Merritt figured that the light fleece pullover had absorbed most of the hot chocolate but certainly not all. Anything beneath it would be equally saturated. She took a moment to appreciate Evelyn’s full figure. Shapely top and bottom, with a narrow waist. Was it still okay to think of someone as buxom? Didn’t matter. Her ample curves totally checked off Merritt’s boxes.

			“Are you watching the game from a suite?”

			“No, I’m at field level.”

			Merritt held back a gasp. In the stands? In this weather? Are you crazy? She glanced over her shoulder, sensing that Evie—a step below—had slowed. She took a second to reassure herself that she’d not, in fact, spoken the words that shouted in her head. Including those about Evie’s curves.

			“I only ask because you’re not exactly dressed for the outdoors. And you were in the suite elevator.” Merritt noticed her drop another step. “Not a big deal, obviously, though I’m sure you’re regretting the choice now,” she added quickly, smiling so that it couldn’t be interpreted as criticism.

			Evie shrugged and smiled back before catching up on the stairs. “Not the best of days so far. I’m not a fan of elevators. I only snuck on to the luxury lift because I didn’t trust myself on the stairs with the drinks. And you’re quite right about my wardrobe choice.” She glanced at her fleece and nodded. “It’s a long story, but my ride promised he knew about some secret parking spot near our gate, but after circling the stadium for an unendurable amount of time, we ended up at the far lot, and in the rush to make kickoff, I forgot my coat in the car.”

			“He sounds like a prince.” She resisted smiling and continued up the stairs.

			“Let’s not go there. Robby has time to find better.”

			Merritt turned. “Robby? His…” She struggled with her guess. Was he the driver’s son? Father? Boyfriend? She was rescued before she needed to choose.

			“Girlfriend. Robby is my sister Bev’s daughter. Great young woman. And smart. But Kevin, who drove today, isn’t evidence of that. Hopefully, she ends it before he sticks.”

			Evie rolled her eyes, and the verdant flash struck Merritt. Set in notably dark and long lashes, the green was fierce but also kind. Keen and gentle. Interesting. She waited until Evie stepped up beside her as they turned on the landing to begin the final set of stairs.

			“I hate being late,” she continued. “When I realized I’d forgotten my coat, I’d hoped for one of the scarves they were giving out today to the first fans.”

			“Ah, so you’re on the Roughriders’ side. I might’ve pegged you for an Argonauts fan.”

			Evie abruptly stepped back. “God, no! Whatever would make you think that?”

			“Er, maybe the ‘fashion over function’ decision?” She faced Evie and turned her hand toward the still-dripping sweater. It was intended as a light-hearted jab. Toronto’s Argo fans were often the butt of many a Western Canadian’s jokes.

			Evie laughed. It was sweet and unaffected. “Well, I must give you that. Again, though, not by choice.”

			Merritt was glad she could find humor in the situation. And that she’d accepted the invitation to come up to the corporate suite. The suite had a private bathroom that would accommodate a thorough cleanup, and Merritt was sure she could find something suitably dry for her to change into. Surely, no one in the suite would mind. After all, it was Conroy’s overzealousness that had led to the incident, and so it should fall, Merritt rationalized, to his employer to help clean up the mess. Ironically, that was exactly why Merritt was at Farmexal. Albeit a different sort of mess. The company’s hands were far too full, and considering the odd bits of doughnut debris still clinging to Dr. Evelyn Evie O’Halloran, so were Merritt’s.






Chapter Ten 

			As Merritt drove home, she reflected on what had happened, curtailing her impulse to daydream about where the night might lead. Seeing Einerson at the washhouse didn’t implicate him in any wrongdoing, and rather than resolve anything, it left many questions unanswered. What was he doing there? Given that the washhouse only handled empty totes, it wasn’t the likeliest fail point in the distribution chain. Still, she couldn’t imagine what business Einerson might have at that location on a Saturday. She’d have to check the duty rosters to see if he was working a security shift.

			It had certainly been a close call. If she’d been discovered, she wasn’t sure how she’d have explained being there. As an auditor, she could’ve made something credible up on the spot, but she’d listened to her gut and hidden. But when Evie had appeared, the situation had rocketed from could-have-gone-bad to could-have-gone-worse. What if Einerson had found them? What if things had escalated? What if Evie had gotten hurt? Her gut clenched. This was the reason for distance.

			Distance, she thought with a laugh. There’d been zero distance between her and Evie when they’d hidden in the washhouse. Their bodies could not have been closer. She thought about how she’d physically controlled Evie. Held her. Pinned her. Felt her fear. Her panic. Worse, she recognized her own response to the close contact. Her need. Desire. Feelings she’d tamped down for years. To stay safe. But now, she sighed. This woman. Evie. This warm, soft body that just hours ago had molded against her.

			Shut it down. Hindsight was unequivocal. This was exactly the reason for distance. Physical distance. Emotional distance. And psychological distance. Her mouth went dry. Where was hindsight when she’d invited Evie for dinner?

			Merritt unpacked the lasagna ingredients onto Max’s butcher-block island. She started the pasta water and searched her mind for what she could share with Evie. She owed her an explanation, but how far could she go? Should she go? What might be wise to withhold? For the sake of the investigation, the answer to the latter was easy: as much as possible. For everyone’s safety, including her own.

			Merritt had finished most of the dishes and was about to grate the parmesan when Evie buzzed up. Her stomach in knots, she stood near the front door, listening to Evie’s heels on the stairs. Heels? She glanced at her reflection in the hall mirror and tucked back the strand of hair that habitually fell over her right eye. Not terrible. Once the lasagna was in the oven, she’d had just enough time to shower, jump into a pair of faded black khakis, and finish with a black V-neck tee beneath a blue collared shirt. No heels on her combat boots, but she thought she looked pretty good. Until she opened the door. I am way underdressed.

			Evie stood in the doorway. Breathtaking. As predicted, and as hoped, she looked elegant and splendid in an open-neck, collared white shirt, gray pencil skirt, and black heels. Pearls surrounded her neck. Very stately. Her hair, which Merr had only seen held back, cascaded over her shoulders. The soft curls moved like a field of August wheat in a gentle breeze. Steph was right. Hendricks and Winslet, check. She licked her lips against the dryness, then realized that Evie was watching her. Heat blazed across her cheeks, and she struggled to stem her embarrassment as Evie walked to the couch and put her bag down.

			“I think I should change,” Merritt almost stammered as she wiped her palms on her T-shirt.

			“Don’t be silly. I think you look perfect.”

			During the pause that followed, Merritt wondered if the awkwardness was as obvious as it felt. The fire from her cheeks flashed across her whole body, the heat so radiant that it was impossible for Evie not to have noticed. So not cool.

			“Let me explain,” Evie added, snagging a piece of parmesan. “This weekend, I only brought dog-walking clothes, a pair of dress slacks and a button-down, and this outfit. The dress slacks and button-down met the universal fate of lunchtime’s kimchi mayo, which jumped from banh mi to shirt and slacks before I even took a bite. And so here I am in this.”

			“Remind me to send a thank you note to the banh mi.” Smooth, Shepherd, really smooth. Steph was right again. She had no game.

			Evie smiled and brushed across her skirt as if pressing out imaginary wrinkles. “The suit was originally intended for my Tuesday department meeting. To be honest, it’s not a bad strategy.”

			“I’m sorry, what isn’t?” Had Evie just caught her staring at the string of pearls, wondering how it felt to touch that flawless skin? “I mean, why isn’t it bad?”

			“The clothes. When I was learning to play years ago, I read a book that suggested women playing blackjack tend to win more because the pit crew is often chauvinistic. Obviously, the theory is sexist, and I’m sure the only evidence they had was anecdotal, but it stuck with me. The truth is, dressing up makes the player feel like a winner.” Now it was Evie’s turn to blush. “At the casino, that is.”

			“You make it sound like the casino has ultimate control over who wins and who loses,” Merritt said, trying to push down the almost visceral memory of Evie restrained between her and the wall. It took every bit of control not to bury herself in Evie’s sweater as she neatly hung it in the closet.

			“You’re not so naive as to think a casino operates entirely aboveboard,” Evie said, flipping her hair back over her shoulder and tucking it behind an ear.

			“Of course not. But I’d like to say I’m hopeful.” Merritt thought about what she was really hoping for in that moment, and it had nothing to do with the house odds. She led Evie to a seat at the kitchen island.

			“Me, too. I don’t think the law of attraction applies to clothing per se, but the whole ‘feel like a winner, be a winner’ probably has some merit.” Evie pulled a bottle of red wine from her bag and set it on the island. “I’m not ready to create a dream board, but given the casino’s long-run advantage, I can’t afford to leave everything to chance.”

			While the lasagna baked, they debated New Thought philosophy, agreeing that the notion of manifesting one’s dreams was fascinating but perhaps not objectively supportable. As Merritt finished her glass of chianti, she began to relax. Evie was so attractive and not only by attire. She was smart, witty, and had excellent taste in wine.

			“In case you were worried, I don’t just come to Regina on weekends to gamble.”

			“I am curious about that, but we can talk about your perplexing weekend-destination choice another time.” Merritt laughed, moving to refill Evie’s glass. “Suffice to say, I’m glad you packed light because you look like a winner to me.” She surveyed Evie again. This time, she let her eyes drift down the shapely legs to the dark navy, ankle-strap stilettos. Not too high. Sensible but stylish. She sensed Evie watching her. “As you could probably tell from my tumble at the press conference, I’m don’t pull off heels very well. Even low ones.”

			“Not true. I happen to think you looked very captivating that day. Alluring in spite of the tumble.” She linked her baby finger with Merritt’s and drew her even closer. “You still do.”

			Words jumbled in Merritt’s head, rushing for her lips, then retreating with equal haste. There was no mistaking the energy between them. Even without touch, it felt like their bodies were magnetized, the invisible pull of attraction strong and indisputable.

			How, exactly, is this distance?

			* * *

			It wasn’t fair. That was all Evie could think. It was clear that her desire for Merr was reciprocated. She could tell by the way her eyes stayed on hers, sparking and smoldering like coals on a windy day. And of course, there was also evidence galore in Merr’s sudden and uncharacteristic loss for words. But along with undeniable temptation came a sense of disquiet from knowing that Peace Officer Shepherd had been sent to do a job. Public service.

			As much as she disagreed with the tactic, Evie couldn’t add to the weightiness of that load, so she switched her attention to another elephant in the room. Aside from the obvious contention that existed around protest versus policy, there was also the age difference. Fifteen years? Those elephants alone were difficult to see past, especially with Merr so close. The political issue might shift a bit if someone was willing to relent, but thus far, no one had blinked. She had to set her feelings aside. It really wasn’t fair.

			“This place is a winner, too.” Evie pushed back, spinning slowly on her stool as she surveyed the loft. “It’s very dynamic. Great lines and flow, given the enormous open spaces. Modern but with an old soul.”

			Merr was quietly slicing a fresh figs and setting the pieces like dominos around a large, unusual piece of cheese. No doubt it was the cheese that she and Max had been quipping about at the patisserie. Since the silence had become awkward, Evie took the first step at addressing another of the immovable beasts between them. This one was taking up more room than even Max’s enormous loft could accommodate: the incident at the Farmexal building earlier in the day. The gun. The badge. The truth. “Are the closets in this loft bigger than the place we visited this morning? I realize I didn’t get the full tour, but I promised my sister I’d have lunch with her while Lonnie was out of town. Thanks to your detainment, I ran a bit late.” Though it had been terrifying at the time, she was able to see the humor in it now, but Merr seemed to be taking in more seriously than ever.

			Merr put the knife down slowly. Evie recognized her thoughtful expression and gave her time to choose her words. When she at last made eye contact, Merr said, “I know this situation is a bit uncomfortable, and I really am sorry. You have every right to ask about this morning’s…surprise. I promise, I’ll answer any questions I can, but Max and Robby are going to show up any minute now. May I ask for your continued patience until we have some alone time?”

			Evie’s first thought was how sweetly forthright Merr was. Her second was how she’d rather spend time alone with Merr now. Much rather. But she’d come to terms with the fact that the odds were stacked against them. Someone just needed to convince her unbridled hormones of that. Hopefully, Merr would fill in some of the blanks regarding what had happened and put her mind at rest. “Absolutely. Can I help with the salad?”

			“Yes, thank you.” Merr pulled open a drawer and fished out an apron. She walked behind Evie and slipped it over her head, gently tying up the strings on her lower back. “I wouldn’t want you to get dirty.”

			My thoughts already are. She could feel the dampness between her legs, and she tensed. Damn.

			* * *

			Since Max and Robby could show up anytime, Merr repressed the urge to lift Evie onto the counter and do what they were both no doubt imagining. Their chat was still enjoyable. Merritt seized the opportunity to learn more about her guest-turned-sous-chef, who whisked a dressing for the salad.

			“I hope you don’t mind my asking, but I’ve always been curious about claustrophobia. When did you begin feeling symptoms?”

			“I’m not quite sure I noticed at first. It took time, years, to equate the sensations with the condition.”

			“Years?” Merritt was surprised. The severity of Evie’s symptoms couldn’t have been easy to manage for a short period, let alone years.

			“It’s a long story. Remember when we met on campus? At the SA Centre?”

			“Structural Analysis…yes.”

			“I was there because of an ongoing project I’m spearheading. It has to do with testing soil and stone samples for stability and salinity levels in cenotes. Do you know what they are?”

			“I do if you are talking about those amazing underground, water-filled caverns in Mexico.” She’d swam in one on a trip when she was young. A beam of sunshine had cast a magical column of light deep into the pool’s azure waters, and a repeat of the experience was near the top of her bucket list.

			“Primarily in Mexico, yes. A couple of other countries have them, or at least similar karst features…I’m sorry, I tend to ramble. The short story is, I try to predict weakness in the structures of cenotes. And collapse.”

			“You’re not rambling.” Merritt said. “I’d never considered cenotes dangerous.”

			Evie took a noticeably large sip of wine. “They can be. For a few reasons. Many people don’t realize there’s vegetation growing in spite of the darkness, and it’s capable of entangling feet and arms. Or diving equipment. There’s also the occasional algae bloom that can disorient even the most experienced divers. But, yes, cenotes are also subject to substrate collapse.”

			A pained look passed across her face, and her typically twinkling eyes lost their luster. Merritt knew there was more to the story. She was about to ask when the loud metallic clank of the loft door signaled the end of the opportunity. Seconds later, Max and Robby lunged into the room, jostling as if they’d been best friends for years. Drunk with love. Merritt caught a quick glance from Evie, who was likely on the same page. They were sweet but annoying.

			Max set a loaf of crusty bread and a white-corded bakery box on the counter and winked at Merritt before giving her a hug.

			“Did I hear someone say cenotes?” Robby said as she claimed the stool next to Evie. “You must be as good a listener as you are a talker, Merr, because Auntie E doesn’t usually talk about what happened.”

			Merritt ignored Robby’s light-hearted jab. Instead, her ears perked and her mind churned. What does she mean?

			Evie cast a look at Robby that seemed to say, “not now.” She gently placed a hand on Robby’s and shook her head. “It’s okay. I was just saying how dangerous cenotes could be. What I hadn’t quite gotten to yet is the unfortunate incident that happened years ago during my studies. A fellow grad student…” She paused. “A friend was exploring a cenote cave when a portion of it collapsed.”

			“Oh my God, that’s terrible. Was she okay?” Max asked.

			“Unfortunately, she eventually succumbed to her injuries.”

			Merritt sensed an inordinate depth in Evie’s pain. More to the story indeed. As much as she wanted to reach across and take away the agony in the words, Merritt respected Evie’s need to tell the story. She topped up Evie’s glass before setting others in front of Max and Robby.

			“She, this colleague…friend…had been told of the risk but went ahead in spite of it. I’m sorry, it’s such a terrible story. Hardly dinner party conversation.” Evie took a sip of wine, and Robby put an arm around her. “It stuck with me over the years, though, and I’m reminded of it whenever the walls get too close.”

			“You’re claustrophobic?” Max asked.

			“A bit, yes. Your sister can back me up on that.” She appeared to appreciate the opportunity to ease the conversation, and the sparkle slowly returned to her eyes.

			Merr dog-eared Evie’s story, though, for what it told her about Evie and for the details missing. There was more to learn, but this was not the time.

			As Evie told the stadium elevator story, Merritt set the lasagna on the island next to a bowl of parmesan and an earthenware jug filled with steaming marinara. Max set the loaf of calabrese on a cutting board and cut several thick pieces before passing it around. Evie finished the story, which she’d told self-effacingly and with humor, then tossed the salad and sent it after the bread.

			The rest of the dinner was light. Banter and laughter came easily, and Merritt enjoyed the familiarity between Evie and Robby. Max and Robby were notably more inclusive with their interaction than they had been at the bakery, perhaps having reached a more sustainable orbit after their explosive launch earlier in the day. Still, there was a syrupy sweetness to the way they looked at each other, touched, and listened as if every word told a whole story. Merritt was forced by the honest adoration to set aside her typical cynicism.

			“I have never had the sauce served separately,” Evie said while pouring the marinara onto her lasagna. “Is that a family tradition?”

			Max smiled. Merritt read his mind and saw that he was ready to throw a “weirdo” comment her way, no doubt followed by a long list of her food peculiarities. It wouldn’t be the first time. She managed to shut him down with a quick series of eye daggers, though his silence likely had more to do with Robby’s presence. Best behavior and all.

			Merritt tried her best to sound casual as she poured sauce to the side of her cheesy stack of pasta. “I’m not sure. I must’ve seen it in a blog.” A blog? She despised blogs, another lie. What was it about Evie O’Halloran that caused her to jump to evasion, distortion, or even plain old fabrication with disturbing ease? She was an investigator, dammit. Didn’t falsehoods go with the territory? Merritt shrugged, hoping to shed the guilt and knowing that when it came to Evie, the answers were not so simple.

			By the end of the meal, the synergy between Max and Robby had reignited, and they excused themselves, claiming they were off to a brewpub. Max explained that they had live music on Saturdays, and a local band that both he and Robby liked was playing.

			“Auntie E, I’ll stop by your hotel on the way and take Walter for a short walk. Are you in the same suite? At the Saskatchewan?”

			“No. I’m back at the casino hotel.” Evie reached into her bag and handed Robby a pass card. “Take my key and leave it at the desk on your way out? And thank you.”

			“No problem. See you at Mom’s on Sunday.” Robby hooked arms with Max, and they headed for the door.

			“I’ve left your order on the counter, sis. Enjoy.”

			As soon as the door closed behind them, Merritt turned to Evie, and they both let out an exasperated sigh. “I hope I was never that sappy,” Evie said.

			Merritt had been. Once. And it had been one-sided. “Exactly. There’s not enough insulin in the world to counteract that much sweet.”

			Evie laughed, a big round laugh that suited her to a T. It made Merritt so happy that she didn’t want it to end, but the sooner she settled things with Evie, the better. She owed her the truth. If not the whole truth, then at least what she could afford to pay.

			“I’m very sorry that I surprised you today. Scared you, actually.”

			“Don’t forget hurt me,” Evie said while rubbing her forearm.

			“I am so sorry. Really, I am. I hope you know I didn’t have a choice at the time. Here’s what I can tell you, most of which you already know.” She poured coffee as she organized her thoughts. “I am a peace officer with the Ministry of Environmental Resources, in their enforcement branch. I’m usually stationed in Ottawa. I’m working at Farmexal, at their request, I might add, investigating some inventory loss.” She hadn’t revealed anything that a reasonable person, let alone an intuitive person like Evie, wouldn’t already have figured out.

			“The totes. Yes. Should you be telling me this?”

			“I suspect I’m only confirming things.” She more than suspected. “And I had a friend check you out. Your record is virtually spotless. Protester, yes. Peaceful, mostly. Maybe someday, I’ll learn more about a small crop you and your high school friends were growing in your neighbor’s cornfield.”

			“I’m not sure I like that you know that. Privacy is still a privilege we enjoy in this country. But it was a long time ago, Peace Officer Shepherd, if that is your real name. And as far as I know, another privilege we enjoy is the right to protest, and I won’t ever lose sight of that.”

			“I would never presume to ask. And, yes, Shepherd is my real surname. Merritt is my first.”

			Evie seemed gratified. “So not Mary?”

			“Never by choice. But if you don’t mind, please keep it to Merr. Not to change the subject, but was that you trying to pull Kevin off Chisley in the library last week?”

			“I’m sorry my effort didn’t go according to plan. And I hope you managed to get the blood out of your suit. Blue is your color, by the way. I’m not the only one who thought so.”

			Merritt acknowledged the compliment with a nod. “Who else noticed?” It didn’t really matter. Evie had noticed.

			“Blond. Well, blond-ish. Perky. Your age-ish. Thirties.”

			Merritt paused. Kelly? She was certain that Evie knew her name. Was Evie jealous and just pretending she couldn’t bother to remember the name? She rolled her eyes, hoping it expressed her complete disinterest. “Oh. Yes. Kelly. She is quite something, that is for sure.”

			“Quite a young something.”

			That was definitely jealousy. Or hoping? Regardless, Merr waited for the flutter in her gut to pass as she crafted a response. “Youth doesn’t always prevail. Or so that picture in your office suggests, right? Knockan Crag? The older thrusting over the younger plate.” She didn’t mean it to sound so oddly evocative.

			Evie smiled and shook her head, eyes sparkling. Merritt smiled inwardly, pleased that her comment had landed in the spirit she’d intended. She took two plates from one of the pale green cabinets and gently placed matching pastries on each. Wow. Max had truly outdone himself.

			* * *

			“I have never seen such a beautiful pastry. Honestly, Merritt…Merr…it’s like a work of art.” Evie picked up her fork but couldn’t bring herself to ruin the stunning desserts. Each of the layers was spectacularly evident, the precise cuts revealing orange, white, and dark brown cakes and mousses. She didn’t know what each was, but the aroma of chocolate and orange filled her senses.

			“Max has a flair. When I floated the concept by him last week, I had no idea he would create something so irresistible.”

			Not the only irresistible thing in the room, Evie thought as she touched each layer with her fork and tasted what she picked out. But dessert was what was being served, and it was equally compelling. “Pencil pusher by day, entremets inventor by night? Impressive. And where did you get the inspiration for this masterpiece?”

			“I think you can guess. I’m not one hundred percent sure what each layer is, but my brother kindly wrote them on the bottom of the box.” Merritt
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