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One
Text message conversation

CHAR: Hey Lizzy, are you going to the party?
ELIZABETH: Ugh, Char! I dunno. It will just be another long, boring Zoom meeting.
CHAR: Her Ladyship commands us. You have to come. I can't deal with Billy alone.
ELIZABETH: I cannot believe Mrs deB actually mailed us all party hats to wear. And with
instructions on how to put them together and how to wear them!
CHAR: OMG, those directions on how to wear them! LOL
ELIZABETH: “The hats must be worn at exactly this angle to promote a sense of frivolity, while
not descending into intimations of inebriation.”
ELIZABETH: Is this woman for real?
CHAR: That’s Mrs. de Bourgh for ya! She’s all kinds of nutty, but she’s the boss. So you’ll be
there?
ELIZABETH: Double ugh.
CHAR: BYOB. You can tell them it’s just coffee, but I’ll know it’s Scotch in your mug.
ELIZABETH: That’s what BFFs are for.

An hour later
Elizabeth stared at her blank computer screen. Did she really have to join this ridiculous farce of
a holiday party? She spent all day, every day, staring into that electronic void, whether
participating in meetings or engaged in her work. A so-called holiday party seemed like anything
but fun right now.
She pushed her chair back and paced around the room. Her muscles were aching for exercise,
a respite from that chair that was her prison for so many hours a day. And yet, she sighed, she
was fortunate to have that prison. During these long months of lockdown and social isolation,
she was fortunate to have a job, and a good one at that. In fact, her company had been busier
than usual since the world screeched to a halt in March and everything moved on-line. As a
company that specialized in process optimization, they were more in demand than ever, helping
small businesses navigate this new world of limited physical presence and increased virtual
operations.
She had a pretty great boss too, no matter how quirky and controlling the woman could be.
When some of their smaller clients started suffering during the first weeks of the shutdown,
Catherine de Bourgh had cut her rates in half, but had kept paying her staff their full salaries
from her own personal fortune. For that, Elizabeth was willing to put up with the woman’s
peculiar ways.
She sat down again and flicked at her mouse. The dull grey of the screen brightened into the
workspace with her current client’s files open. This was a small florist, trying to work out how to
stay in business when they could not have customers in the shop. This was one of the
businesses her company had helped with their lower rates, and they were now thriving despite
almost a year of uncertainty, thanks in a large part to Mrs. deB.
Yes, Catherine de Bourgh was a strange and most particular woman, but she was a good and
fair boss.
Very well. For that, Elizabeth would put up with another Zoom meeting… er, party.
She found her silly hat and put it together as Mrs. de Bourgh had instructed in the parcel and
then poured herself a large glub of Scotch in her usual coffee cup.
She caught sight of herself in the reflective glass on one of her cabinets. Hair in a no-nonsense
ponytail, drab sweater that had been old when she got it from her sister years ago, ratty
sweatpants and fuzzy slippers greeted her.
Very well. She shuffled into her bedroom and exchanged her clothing for something a bit
brighter. She found a red sweater with a pretty collar and exchanged her sweatpants for slightly
newer ones and then brushed out her hair and added a hair band to keep its shape. She even
ducked into the bathroom and patted on a touch of makeup and lipstick! When had she last
worn lipstick? Certainly not for months, for every trip outside involved a mask, and nobody
would see her mouth at all.

There. She took in her new image. That looked a little more celebratory. A pair of sparkly
earrings that her sister Jane had sent her for her birthday, and the look was as complete as it
would be. Satisfied, she put her fuzzy slippers on again and shuffled back to the office to log in
to her boring meeting… er, party.
The screen brightened again as she logged into the party and the familiar grid of faces
appeared. There was Char with her mug of… coffee? And Mrs. deB, and her protégé Billy. What
did Billy do anyway? Elizabeth had never really been certain. There was Anant and there was
Malika, and Ben, the new intern. Everyone wore a silly hat, all perched at exactly the right angle.
Maximum frivolity: achieved.
There came the usual sporadic chit-chat as people waited in turn to speak, and some serious
tut-tutting from Mrs. deB as the conversation verged towards shop talk. And then something
strange happened.
A new tile appeared on the screen, with the name Liam D.
“Hey guys, we have a party-crasher!” Anant joked. “Who’s Liam? Did he bring beer?”
The black tile resolved into a dark-haired man with thick tortoise-shell glasses and a heavy
beard. Ugh. A hipster. All he needed was the man-bun. Elizabeth forced herself not to roll her
eyes.
“Friends,” Mrs. deB interrupted the questions. “I have an announcement. In light of our current
success and the predictions for continued instability in the business sector over the next year or
two, I have decided to investigate expanding our company’s reach. To that end, I have taken on
a new executive officer to guide our visioning efforts. Please welcome Liam D’arcy to the team.”
Oh great. A hipster executive with a chi-chi name. He would be a bundle of fun. With everybody
working from home, he wouldn’t even be introducing good coffee or organic keto treats to the
office kitchen. Elizabeth forced a smile onto her face.
The new guy just stared out of the screen. Could he speak?
“Liam has an MBA and a doctorate in process management,” boss-lady spoke into the silence.
“He has several years experience in a sister company in Ottawa,” she named an organization
which Elizabeth knew well, “and we are fortunate to have convinced him to move back to
Toronto.”
Silence.
Did Dr. Hipster know how to speak? Were personality classes not part of his extensive
education or professional achievements?
“He is also,” Mrs. deB went on, “my nephew. I expect you all to welcome him heartily and give
him whatever assistance and support he needs as he learns the ins and outs of our
organization.”
Fabulous. Nepotism at its finest. Hopefully he would not cause too much disruption in the
company. For all of her boss’ idiosyncrasies, Mrs. deB ran a tight organization and there was a
lot of camaraderie amongst the employees. They were as much a group of friends as coworkers, and Elizabeth almost hurt when she realized how long it had been since she had seen
these people in person.

“Greetings.” The hipster could talk. His voice was wooden and totally without warmth. “I shall set
up meetings with each of you over the next weeks so we can introduce ourselves one-on-one.”
Friendly fellow, wasn’t he? “And I have one thing to add to the introduction. I might be Mrs de
Bourgh’s nephew, but rest assured, I’m the best in the business.”
Elizabeth took a deep drink from her coffee mug.
The little square of light brightened around Billy’s tile, indicating that he was speaking. “Am I to
presume then, Dr. D’arcy, that you will be giving extra guidance to our analyst Elizabeth, since
she is the one most intimately involved with the product development and delivery that our
clients have come to expect from Mrs. de Bourgh’s great company?”
Elizabeth bit back a retort. What boots had this sycophant licked to become Mrs deB’s protégé?
He did nothing but kowtow and brown-nose. And now he was suggesting that she could not do
her job without a big brother holding her hand.
Her frustration disappeared in a moment though, fading into nothing against the fury Dr. Hipster
aroused by his response.
“If Elizabeth is unable to perform these tasks, that is for her manager to assess. I am here to
deal with much higher-level issues; I do not have time to guide junior staff as they learn their
tasks.”
It took everything she had not to hurl her mug at the computer screen. Only the thought of that
wasted Scotch stopped her. Junior staff? Learn their tasks? She was the company’s expert and
leader of her team, and she no more needed this stuffed shirt’s guidance than a bird needed a
parachute.
She reached for her phone to text Char, but a private message appeared on the computer
screen.
Hold it in, Lizzy. Call me later and we’ll rip him to shreds in private.
She took another glug from her coffee mug and shot arrows of hatred from her eyes at that
annoying man’s tile on the screen.

Two
“Jane, he is going to drive me crazy!”
Elizabeth sat curled up in her favourite chair, wrapped up in a fuzzy throw blanket, her tablet
propped up on her knees. Her sister’s lovely face stared back at her from the screen.
“He can’t be all that bad, Lizzy. Can he?”
Elizabeth made a face at the screen and Jane laughed.
“I miss you so much, Jane. Did you have to move to Halifax? I need you to come here and bake
cookies with me and get the kitchen covered in flour and chocolate and tell me how it doesn’t
matter if my bosses’ new hire is a jerk.”
“I couldn’t come over, anyway. We’d still be video chatting. You can make your own cookies and
send me some flour in an envelope so we can join in the fun. The boys would love to scatter
flour all over the house.”
“You always know how to make me laugh. But seriously, this guy is making me loopy. He has
scheduled a meeting with me every day since he started a week ago, and half the time it isn’t
even about anything new. He just stares into the camera and blinks behind those ridiculous
glasses of his and then says something derogatory or mildly insulting. At least he’s trimmed that
dead animal of a beard into something somewhat respectable. I think that for the first time since
this pandemic hit, I’m thankful we’re entirely virtual. Now I just have to deal with him in those
scheduled meetings. Can you imagine being in an office with him all day, every day? There
would be bloodshed!”
“What do the others think of him?” Jane turned her head. Someone must have come into the
room. Maybe Charlie, or one of her two young sons. She put herself on mute for a second and
mouthed something, then turned back to face Elizabeth.
“Everybody hates him. Most of the time he’s just rude and the worst snob. He has his MBA from
Rotman. He has his PhD from McGill. Our little certificates and graduate degrees are worthless
slips of paper to Mr. High-and-Mighty Liam D’arcy.”
“Liam?” Charlie's voice came from someone off camera. In a moment, his handsome face slid
into the picture behind Jane. “Hi Lizzy! Nice to see you. Cold there? Is that snow I see through
your window? I know Liam. Went to school with him. He went into business when I went into
law. Decent fellow. He doesn’t always come off so well at first, but he’s a good egg when you
get to know him.”
Elizabeth waved back. “Hi Charlie! How are the boys? Still growing like weeds? You have to
stop feeding them so much.” She grinned into the camera.
The boys must have come into the room with Charlie, because at once two little faces popped
up in front of Jane, and Elizabeth abandoned all thoughts of Liam in favour of talking to her
nephews, and they laughed together until it was time for the boys’ naps.
Elizabeth put away her tablet. It was not late, but the sun set early in December, and it was
already starting to get dark. She had been sitting in her flat for too long. Time for a walk!
Downtown Toronto was not as quiet as it should be on a Sunday afternoon in the midst of a
global pandemic, but there were still plenty of good places to walk. She mentally planned out a

route: through the neighbourhood, across Yonge Street, and then maybe to the new ice trail at
College Park. It had been a while since she had skated, and it might be nice for a change. She
dressed for the weather and grabbed her skates before heading down the stairs from her
second-floor flat.
The snow was light and sparkled in the light of the street lights, and the weather was cold but
not windy. It was pleasant enough for a walk, and would be nice for skating. Elizabeth traced
her way through the neighbourhood. It was an odd part of town. Here was a fancy row of new
townhouses, just two blocks from the busiest street in the country and there, right next to them,
a boarded up old Victorian pile, waiting for some love, or demolition! But it was safe and never
boring, and she knew many of her neighbours by sight. She waved here and there, and shouted
greetings to familiar faces, all from a safe distance. She had her mask in her coat pocket should
she happen to see anybody she knew, but for a solitary walk she did not need to wear it.
She walked the last few feet to the busy intersection and waited for the light to change. Bright
green and red traffic signals shone like Christmas lights in the deepening blue of the evening.
She skirted around the art deco building that faced Yonge Street and made her way to the park
in the middle of the block, surrounded by offices and residences, a little haven of public space in
the concrete jungle. The ice trail lay gleaming white in the bright lights that surrounded it. A few
people skated along the path, while others stood around watching their companions on the rink.
A motion caught her attention. Someone was waving at her. Rick!
She hadn’t known he was in town. He lived in the building behind her, but she thought he was
up at his family’s cottage still and working from there. He certainly hadn’t let her know he was
coming back. She gave a great smile. Other than Jane, Rick was the person she had missed
the most since the world went into lockdown. They had met at university when he was her TA,
and they dated briefly when she was doing her Master’s. But they had soon realized they were
far better friends than lovers, and she valued his friendship so much, she would have it no other
way.
He was also the reason she had her fabulous career. Mrs deB was his aunt, and he had
suggested she send over a CV when she completed her Master’s degree. To her surprise, the
officious woman had eyed her up and down, scanned her CV, and then announced, “If Rick
approves, I shall give you a chance. He is an excellent judge of character.”
This huge gesture had never figured into their friendship, but neither had she ever forgotten
what Rick had done for her, and she was always delighted to see him.
She hurried over to the series of benches where he sat. He had his winter toque pulled low over
his brow and a mask up over his nose with a scarf wrapped around his neck and up to his chin.
But she knew that tall bear-like figure and those warm brown eyes.
“Hi!” she gave him a great grin before pulling on her own mask. She scanned the vicinity. There
was a bench a few metres down from his, where he sat in the shadow between two pools of
light. “What are you doing here?” She dusted the snow off the other bench and sat, removing
the tied up skates from her shoulder and letting them fall onto the seat beside her.
“Uh, I live here.” She couldn’t see his mouth, but she could hear the smile.
“Yes, of course, but—”

“Oh, you mean here here. I needed some air. I thought I’d watch the skaters. I’ve no idea where
my skates are but I might try to find them.”
“I didn’t know you skated.”
He laughed. “I am a man of mystery! Seriously, Lizzy, I’m Canadian. Of course I skate.” His
eyes darted to the pair of blades she had brought. “Don’t let me stop you if you want to have a
go at the ice.”
“In a few minutes. I haven’t skated in so long, I’ll probably end up on my backside, and then I’ll
spend the next week sitting on very soft pillows and feeling sorry for myself. I skated a bit as a
kid. I took figure skating lessons and even learned to jump. A little. Only forwards.”
“No spins? No double axels?”
“Absolutely not!” She laughed.
“I was on the peewee hockey team,” Rick replied. “I was dreadful. Because I was a big kid,
everyone wanted me to play, but it turned out I had no talent for the game at all. I can skate
forwards and backwards, but don’t ask me to have anything to do with that puck.”
“Let me know when you find your skates and we can go together. I really wasn’t expecting to
run into you here. It’s a lovely surprise.”
His eyes smiled again. “It’s a change, being back in the city after all that time away.” She did a
mental check—he had left for the cottage back in June, returning only once or twice for some
errands. They had gotten together once for a socially distanced coffee, but mostly kept to emails
and the occasional text message. As wonderful as Rick was, he wasn’t a phone chatter kind of
guy.
“Quieter than you expected? Or busier?”
He shrugged, the heavy winter jacket riding up and then down his scarf-clad neck. “Both? I had
no idea what to expect. It’s supposed to be another lockdown, but not so many people are
taking it seriously.”
“We aren’t.”
He frowned at her. “We aren’t barricaded in our homes, but you’re there, and I’m here, about
four metres away. We’re outside, both wearing masks… I’d say that’s pretty serious.”
She nodded, and a chill ran through her.
“Lizzy, you’re shivering. I won’t keep you here. Go and skate, and we’ll talk soon.”
She stood up and grabbed her ice skates. “Good idea. Even if I can’t give you the hug I want,
it’s fabulous to see you and talk to you, Rick.” She kissed the air, one on each side of where his
face should be in the French fashion, and gave a wave before finding somewhere to change out
of her boots. Seeing her friend again had warmed her heart more than any hot chocolate could
have done.
When she finished her three laps around the circular ice trail, Rick had gone. But she still smiled
all the way home.

Three
Elizabeth had been home for no more than ten minutes when her phone buzzed.

LIAM: Elizabeth?
ELIZABETH: Who is this?
LIAM: It’s me. Liam D’arcy.
ELIZABETH: How did you get my personal number?
LIAM: I asked Rick for it.
Traitor!
ELIZABETH: How do you know Rick?
LIAM: He’s my cousin. Didn’t you know?
ELIZABETH: No. Somehow everybody failed to mention that.
LIAM: Catherine de Bourgh is his aunt as well as mine. I thought it would be obvious.
ELIZABETH: Fine. It’s obvious. What do you want?
LIAM: This is awkward. I need to explain something. Can I call you?
Elizabeth glared at her phone. Should she get biohazard gloves? PPE? Dip the whole thing in
the bottle of hand sanitizer that stood sentinel by her front door? The damned thing was already
contaminated by his text messages. She typed Fine and waited.

It was a very long time before the device rang. Who called people by phone anymore, anyway?
“Hello, Lizzy?”
Damn. Why did he have to have such a nice voice? It wasn’t so wooden anymore. It sounded
different, somehow, on the phone as opposed to on those interminable Zoom meetings.
“Liam. What do you want?”
Sheesh, Lizzy. At least try to be civil. He’s basically your boss. Play nice.
“I have to confess something. I thought about it for a long time. I didn’t know what to do. I’m not
very good at people. It was an honest mistake.”
The man sounded almost… contrite. What had he done?
“Alright. What’s wrong?”
“In the park. By the ice rink.”
“You mean where I met Rick? Were you there?”
“That’s the thing, Lizzy. It wasn’t Rick. It was me. I thought you knew that, which is why I didn’t
say anything at first. Only when you said goodbye did I realize you thought I was my cousin. I
didn’t even know you knew him.”
The phone almost dropped out of her hands.
“Oh God. But you looked just like him. You sound like him.”
And he did. She had written the slight difference in his voice down to the muffling effect of his
large fabric mask. But his size, his eyes, how he moved, were all just like Rick.
“Yeah. I know. He looks more like me than my own brother does.”
“But your glasses…”
“I don’t need them so much for distance, and they fogged up with my mask, so I took them off.”
“Your beard…”
He cleared his throat. Embarrassment? “The mask, and the scarf.”
“Oh.”
What was she to do now? She had enjoyed a very pleasant conversation with a man she hated.
His voice interrupted her thoughts. “I’m living in Rick’s condo while he’s up at the cottage. I had
been in Ottawa for a couple of years, and I sublet my own place in Toronto. When Aunt
Catherine asked me to join the company, I thought to stay in Ottawa and work remotely, but
then my building suffered serious water damage in one of the floods. Since I had to move
anyway, Rick suggested I take his place for a while. That’s why I was by his building.”
“Oh.”

“Look, Lizzy, I know we haven’t really hit it off. That is, I know you don’t like me. I’m a worse
social klutz than I am a hockey player. I never know what to say, and I’m always afraid people
won’t like me, so I get all defensive and try to impress them with my credentials. It never works,
and for some reason, I never learn. But I like you… that is, I've been impressed with your work,
and admire you. Everybody talks about you like you’re their best friend, and they smile when
they say your name.
“When I saw you today at the park, I was so pleased to see a familiar face, I waved without
thinking, and then we had a great conversation.”
Silence.
“Lizzy?”
“Oh. Sorry. Yeah, I’m still here.”
“Could we try it again sometime? Talking, that is. Like friends. I don’t have too many, as you
might guess, and I really enjoyed that.”
This was Mr. High-and-Mighty? He sounded like a lost little boy who needed a friend, and
suddenly something in Elizabeth’s heart melted.
“Sure. That would be okay. Um, it would be nice.”
To her surprise, she meant it.

CHAR: Hey Lizzy, what’s up?
ELIZABETH: You will never guess what happened today.
CHAR: Santa came down your chimney? Hope he was wearing a mask. Did he wash his
hands?
ELIZABETH: Nope. Stranger than that. I just talked to Liam on the phone. He’s actually a
decent guy.
CHAR: Uh, Lizzy, have you been smoking something?
ELIZABETH: No, seriously! There was a misunderstanding, and he called to straighten it out,
and we started talking. I think I might actually like him. He only seems to have the personality of
a tapeworm at first. I think he’s very shy.
CHAR: Tapeworm! LOL If you say so. Too much Scotch?
ELIZABETH: Check this out—we’re getting together to cook on Wednesday night.
CHAR: Uh, Lizzy…. LOCKDOWN! What part of social distancing don’t you understand?
ELIZABETH: LOL Char! I’m cooking here, and he’s cooking at his place, and we’ll have a Skype
thing on. Same recipe. We’re going to start with brownies—something easy. We might see
about trading some the next day to see how they compare. On a park bench—no coming close
to each other! Promise.
CHAR: You wild and crazy girl. Save me a piece, too.

Who was this funny man? And what had he done with dour and soulless Liam D’arcy? He
grinned at her from the laptop screen on her kitchen counter, an apron around his neck and a
smear of flour across his nose, wielding a chocolate-covered spoon like a mock sword.
Elizabeth wasn’t sure she looked much better. Her hair was bunched into a crude knot on top of
her head, and she probably also wore as much batter as was in the baking dish.
“Into the oven now?” he asked.
“Uh huh! And then we get to make the icing.”
“Can I add orange zest to mine? I love chocolate orange.”
“Only if I can add some mint to mine.”
“Deal!”
“I didn’t know Rick had such a stocked kitchen. When I’ve been over there, we always just
ordered stuff in to eat.”

Was Liam blushing? It was hard to see on the screen. “Uh, I might have sent in an order to the
kitchen supply store around the corner. Curbside pickup, you know!”
“Aha! I always suspected he had nothing but boxes of ramen in those cupboards and not a
single chopping knife. And the ingredients? You seem to know what you’re doing. Are you a
baker?”
“My secret is out. I did a special grocery order too, but yeah. A couple of years ago I took a
baking and pastry course at George Brown College, just because. It was a lot of fun, really. I
needed a change from writing reports and statistical analyses all the time. Baking was a great
outlet.”
“Then when this is all over, Mister, you owe me a Black Forest Cake.” She laughed and brushed
a piece of flour from her cheek.
“Deal! I also make first rate crème brûlée.”
“Meh. Anyone can burn cream.” He laughed at her joke. “But can you make butter tarts?”
“Mais oui, madame. With and without raisins! Challenge accepted.”
They finished their brownies and iced them and compared notes as they tasted them, and then
made plans to exchange hostages the next evening at the same park where they had met
before. Elizabeth had never made such a mess baking before, and from his laughter, neither
had Liam. They talked late and then chatted even longer while cleaning up the mess and
washing dishes. It was midnight before they finally said goodnight and turned off their
computers, and Elizabeth had never liked virtual socializing more. She finally went to bed with a
belly full of minty chocolate and a big smile on her chocolate-covered face.

Four
Elizabeth. We need to talk. Now. Link in your Outlook.
The message flashed across her screen. This could not be good. Mrs. deB never sent
messages. If it couldn’t be dealt with in an email or a regular meeting, there had to be
something very wrong.
She clicked into her calendar and followed the link. In a moment, Mrs. deB’s grim face appeared
on the screen.
“Elizabeth,” was all she said.
“Ma’am. Good morning. What’s the matter?”
“One moment. I’m waiting for one more person.”
The seconds ticked by in silence, then turned to minutes.
Silence.
Then a third tile appeared on the screen and Liam’s face appeared. Elizabeth puffed out a
breath of relief. Then Mrs. deB started to talk.
“You cannot be under any confusion as to the purpose for this meeting, Elizabeth. Your
conscience must tell you the reason.”
Elizabeth blinked. “No, I’m sorry, Ma’am. I really have no idea. Was there a problem with the
virtual art school roll-out? They seemed to have it all under control.”
“Elizabeth!” she boomed. “Enough of these games. I am not to be trifled with.”
“Aunt?” Liam’s voice cut in. “Perhaps explain what is happening. Then it will be easy to work out
a way forward.”
“The organic pet food company that was about to sign the contract with us just pulled out. They
have received another quote for the identical services and methodology we use, at a
significantly lower rate.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs de Bourgh, but we aren’t the only consultant company doing this sort
of work.” This was confusing. Mrs. deB had never complained about losing a contract before. It
was part of doing business.
“Perhaps, but this time they were offered the identical product, including the proprietary software
that my late husband developed. This business was his brainchild, no matter that I was the one
to take it to its present level of excellence and market dominance.”
Liam spoke again. “But how can that be? And what does this have to do with Elizabeth?”
“I started going through some recent failed proposals. All were companies about to sign with us.
All had learned about the software, and all were impressed by what we can do. And all were
Elizabeth’s prospective clients.”
Elizabeth frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“I sent the IT team searching through your records. All the relevant information on the clients
and their needs had been downloaded from your computer and then erased from the company’s
database.”
The screen swam in and out of focus. “I don’t understand… You can’t… You can’t believe I did
this!”
“Then explain it to me, Elizabeth. Your clients. Your computer. Didn’t you just buy that little flat
in the duplex that you’re so proud of? We all know what real estate costs in this city. You
thought to supplement the very generous income I pay you with your own private clients, using
my proprietary software. I expect your resignation letter on my desk by this afternoon.”
“But… Please, Mrs de Bourgh, please believe me. I had nothing to do with this. I had no idea
this was even happening.”
“Enough with the excuses, Elizabeth. The IT team went through your system. The last files that
disappeared were taken from your computer just last night. Surely you remember last night. It’s
not so long ago. Don’t play coy or ignorant. I am terminating your access to the system the
moment this interview is over. You may email me your resignation.”
The world began to swim around her. This could not be happening! It wasn’t her! Someone else
must have hacked into her computer. There must be some way to prove it, but her mind had
stopped working, and she focused entirely on staying upright in her chair. It would not do to
collapse now.
And Liam! She had just discovered what a terrific person he was under that crusty mask of
snobbery and ice. Even if she could save her job, he would never want anything more to do with
her. That was almost worse than this terrible accusation. She gripped the table in an attempt to
steady herself while the universe swung wildly around her head.
“Wait!” Liam interrupted again. “Last night? What time?”
“Does it matter? After hours, of course, when nobody was monitoring the system. It is easy to
find these things out. You aren’t so smart, Elizabeth.”
“No, Aunt. Exactly what time? It’s important.”
Her boss—former boss?—scowled into the screen and then her eyes moved away from the
camera, darting back and forth as if she were reading something.
“The computer was logged into at 10:18 and the files were downloaded at 10:29. The
corresponding files on the database were deleted at 10:34.”
“Last night?”
“Are you deaf, Liam? Yes. Last night.”
“It wasn’t Elizabeth.”
“Explain yourself.”
The world steadied a bit. Elizabeth still grasped onto the edge of her table.
“I was with Lizzy last night. That is, we were chatting on Zoom.”

“A great alibi. Hah! You know better than that, Liam. She’s talking to you, making you think
she’s innocent, all the while her fingers are tapping away at her desktop through the remote login.”
“No. We were baking. She was in her kitchen making brownies. I could see her the whole time.
She was measuring flour and whipping up icing and washing dishes. There’s no way to do that
while downloading files.”
Mrs. deB’s eyes narrowed. “You can prove this?”
“I can give you some brownies.” Oh God! Had she actually said that? Open mouth, insert foot.
Liam cleared his throat. Was he blushing? He was. He was bright red.
“Uh… I have to apologize, Lizzy. I should have asked you. I recorded our chat.” He took a deep
breath before letting his next words tumble out so quickly she could barely follow them. “It’s
partly that I wanted to make sure we were doing the same thing if the brownies ended up being
very different. Quality control. I’m a geek and paying attention to process is exactly what I do.
But also, I wanted to study the tape to learn how to respond to people better. If it went well, I
thought I could learn from what I did right, and if it didn’t, then I could learn from where I fu…
where I blew it.” He cleared his throat and went even redder. “If we get together again and meet
people you know, I don’t want to embarrass you by being my usual social disaster area. I’m
sorry.”
Mrs. deB’s jaw stiffened. “Accept his apology, Elizabeth. His stalking just saved your tuchus.”
“Then you don’t need my resignation, Ma’am?”
“Not yet. Take the rest of the day off. I need to investigate.”
And the screen went blank.
Elizabeth sat there, unable to move. What had just happened? The universe was slowly settling
into its usual rhythm, even if her heart was racing. Slowly she blinked. Good. Her eyelids still
moved at her command. It was a start.
She fell back against the chair and breathed for what felt like the first time since the meeting
began. Someone had been stealing company information through her computer, but Liam had
been a creep—sort of—and had inadvertently saved her job. And he admitted he wanted to see
her again.
Unaccountably she started to laugh. He wanted to see her again! Perhaps the world wasn’t
ending after all!

Five

CHAR: Hey Lizzy! So what happened?
ELIZABETH: You heard?
CHAR: D’uh!
ELIZABETH: It was Billy. When the IT folks got involved again, they figured out that someone
was actually at my desk at the office.
CHAR: But no one has been there in months!
ELIZABETH: That was the whole plan. Billy had a passcard and key from before the lockdown.
He had been sucking up to Mrs deB to learn the methodology and figured out how to duplicate
the software. Then he got into the office, logged into my actual computer, did his nasty stuff, and
left me with the blame. Good thing the database was backed up.
CHAR: What’s Boss Lady going to do?
ELIZABETH: Dunno. But it will probably involve Legal. All I know is I’m not taking the fall for his
crimes. Thank God!
CHAR: That deserves more Scotch in your coffee mug.
ELIZABETH: L’chayim to that!

“Hi Lizzy.”
Liam’s handsome face smiled up at her from the tablet. She could still see Rick’s familiar
features in him, especially around the eyes, but she now wondered that she had ever confused
them.
“Hi yourself. Thank you.”
“You’re not mad? That I recorded our chat?”
She pursed her lips.
“I should be, I suppose. You’re supposed to ask before you do it. But it did say so on the screen.
I just wasn’t paying attention to all the little lights and icons. And you saved my backside. So no,
I’m not mad. But please do ask next time.”
“Yeah. That’s the stuff I’m so very bad at.” He sucked his lips between his teeth and took a deep
breath. “Can we do it again? Maybe we can trade brownies this evening like we planned, and
then do another recipe sometime soon? I had fun.”
“I did too.”
“And Lizzy….”
“Yeah?”
“Uh… I’m going away. Just for a couple of weeks. I’m going up to my dad’s cabin near
Algonquin Park. Just me. I’m going to do a bit of skiing, and I need to finish an article for a trade
journal that’s due in early January. I’ll be gone for two weeks. No contact with anyone. I’m taking
all my food, and I won’t see another soul. Two weeks.” He emphasized the time like it was
important. It was important.
“Oh. Okay.”
“Could you manage to do the same? Only if you want, that is. I mean…”
“And then maybe, when you’re back and we’ve both been isolated for two weeks, you could
bake me that Black Forest cake?”
“In person!” Another tension-filled pause. “And Lizzy?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you think you might ever consider kissing a man with a beard?”
She couldn’t hold back the laugh. “As long as there’s no man-bun with it! I could probably be
convinced, if it’s the right man behind the beard.”
“Challenge accepted.”

