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PRAISE FOR SHIPPED




“An extraordinary debut. Witty, romantic, and completely addictive.”


—Lauren Layne, New York Times bestselling author of Passion on Park Avenue


“Enchanting, hilarious, and a perfectly delightful escape! I loved every second of this enemies-to-lovers romance. Henley and Graeme are relatable, swoony, and all-around driven. The backdrop of the islands will have you yearning for sunny skies and sandy beaches.”


—Nina Bocci, USA Today bestselling author of On the Corner of Love and Hate


“Shipped is the hilarious enemies-to-lovers rom-com we all need right now. I fell in love with Henley and Graeme, and it was such a delight to watch them fall for each other. Angie Hockman has written the perfect escape that’s exploding with sexual tension.”


—Kerry Winfrey, author of Waiting for Tom Hanks


“Shipped is a sweet, sunny getaway of a novel with an ambitious heroine I liked right away and a hero who’s *chef’s kiss* a supportive dreamboat (pun intended). A vicarious enemies-to-lovers trip to the Galápagos was exactly what I needed right about now. I stan an environmentally aware romance.”


—Sarah Hogle, author of You Deserve Each Other


“Flirty and fun, with a starring couple you’ll fall in love with, Shipped is an eco-conscious rom-com with great characters, lots of laughs, and a stunning location… I’m sold!”


—Sarah Morgenthaler, author of The Tourist Attraction


“Shipped is exactly what we all need right now: a rollicking rom-com with a conscience. Through lush description and sparkling prose, Angie Hockman takes us on an exhilarating journey to the Galápagos Islands and straight into the hearts of her characters. I relished every swoony second I spent reading this story, and I can’t wait to see what Angie comes up with next!”


—Kristin Rockaway, author of She’s Faking It


“Angie Hockman sparkles in this unputdownable enemies-to-lovers romance!”


—Miranda Liasson, author of Then There Was You


“Witty, charming as hell, and layered with real passion for ecotourism, Shipped is a sparkling debut. The perfect slice of vacation in book form.”


—Rosie Danan, author of The Roommate


“Shipped is the most wonderful escape! In this sweet, enemies-to-lovers rom-com, Angie Hockman seriously delivers. I can’t wait to see what she brings us next!”


—Alexa Martin, author of Intercepted


“With a sharp, clever voice and so much charm, Shipped is a pitch-perfect romantic comedy. I fell in love with the Galápagos as Henley and Graeme did, and then I fell for them as a couple. A lovely, joy-filled romp.”


—Rachel Lynn Solomon, author of Today Tonight Tomorrow
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For my grandma Betty.


And for the little girl who was afraid to fail.
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Every time I collect my mail from the paint-spattered box in the lobby and see my name printed over and over in bold black ink, I’m reminded that I’m named after a rock star.


Not an endlessly cool rocker like Stevie Nicks, Joan Jett, or Madonna. No, my name is Henley Rose Evans, and my parents consciously named me after the lead singer and drummer of every boomer’s favorite easy listening band, the Eagles.


Too bad I’m the furthest thing from a rock star you can find on planet Earth. My landlord barely remembers my name, let alone hordes of screaming fans, and I’ve trashed precisely zero hotel rooms. I do have dreams though. Big dreams for a shiny, successful career. Just not one that requires me to sing in public.


Tucking my stack of mostly junk mail inside my tote, I huff my way up the carpeted stairs of my downtown Seattle apartment building. By the time I reach my floor, my thighs are burning. I could have taken the ancient matchbox elevator, but I still needed to get my steps in today.


Floorboards creak as I trudge down the hall while the smell of lemon cleaner hangs in the air. My phone buzzes and I pull it from my pocket. It’s a text from my sister, Walsh.






I have a big surprise… [image: ] [image: ]








My stomach drops like a stone chucked off a cliff. Walsh’s “surprises” are surprises in the same way that getting hit by a bus is a surprise. I stop to respond, water droplets rolling off my coat and soaking into the patterned green carpet.






What’s his name?







Not a guy. Tell you tomorrow.







Pregnant?







Hell no.







Fired?







Ha!







Come on what is it







Talk soon! [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ]








“Motherfu—”


The door beside me opens with a wash of music and laughter. I jolt and my bag slips down the slick fabric of my raincoat to the crook of my elbow, wrenching my arm, and I almost drop my phone. Fumbling, I shove it into my bag.


“Oh,” says my neighbor Sophie. Or is it Sophia? Sophie and Sophia moved into 4E last month, and they’re both roughly the same height with long, highlighted blond hair and the same generically pretty features. They remind me of Walsh. “Hey, Hannah.”


“Henley,” I enunciate. A by-product of having a name outside the mainstream? No one ever gets it right.


“Are you just getting home from work?” Sophie/Sophia asks, glancing at the window at the end of the hall. It’s well after 8 p.m. and completely dark outside.


“Night class.”


“Cool.” Looping a slim purse strap over her head, she closes the door behind her and the music and chatter that had filled the hallway is reduced to a dull rumble. “We’re having a little get-together. Nothing fancy. I’m headed out for a beer run, but feel free to swing by.”


I offer her a genuine smile. “Thanks. Maybe I will.”


I won’t.


My laptop and strategic management textbook weigh my bag—and my mood—down like a couple of bricks. My temples throb with exhaustion from the long day, and it’s not even over yet. I still have the almighty task list to address.


Guilt twinges my gut as I turn the corner, but I brush it away. I like my new neighbors even though they’re younger than I am; I’m twenty-eight and they’re fresh from undergraduate-ville. We’ll just have to hang out some other night. One where I don’t have work or classes hovering over my head. So, sometime next century, maybe?


Reaching my apartment, I shove my key into the lock and shoulder open the door. A raspy yowl greets me. I set my bag on the floor and flip on the light.


“Hi, Noodles.” I hang my keys on a hook by the door and my coat in the narrow front closet. Noodles the cat saunters into the foyer. He’s a long-haired gray tabby with wiry fur that sticks out every which way, no matter how much I brush him, and golden-green eyes that focus in two completely different directions.


One time I googled “What’s the opposite of cross-eyed” and the term “divergent strabismus” popped up, which sounds more like a sci-fi novel than a medical condition, but the vet said in his case it’s hereditary, so nothing to worry about.


Whatever it’s called though, Noodles is one rough-looking cat. Hence his status as the veteran resident of the local animal shelter before I adopted him last summer. I reach down to scratch Noodles under the chin. He croaks a meow like he’s been smoking two packs a day for a decade.


“Miss me?”


Silence.


“I see how it is.” I head to the kitchen and Noodles trots after me. I feed my smug cat before changing into yoga pants and a Boise State T-shirt. Grabbing a container of leftover quinoa salad from the fridge, I pad across the wood floor with a glass of pinot grigio back to my cozy living room.


Anyone who steps into my one-bedroom Belltown apartment would think I’m a first-rate world traveler—if they didn’t know me. Oversized, colorful maps, framed marinescapes, and wildlife portraits are arranged in a collage above my ruby sofa. Along the opposite wall, which I’ve painted the same jewel-toned shade of reddish pink, stacks of marketing and travel books teeter on a trunk, while a Craigslist armchair squats under the window. It’s like National Geographic and Porthole Cruise magazine had a baby and that baby splatted all over my apartment.


But the truth is: except for a handful of trips to Colorado as a kid and one generic spring break in Cancún when I was nineteen, I’ve never been outside the Pacific Northwest. No, I’m not a fraud. I’m a marketing manager for a global adventure cruise line.


So all the posters and prints? Office swag. Thanks, Seaquest Adventures, for the cheap decorating.


It’s not that I don’t want to travel. When I took this job three years ago, I had high hopes of seeing the world. Then life happened. Career ambitions. Grad school. Student loans. The vague, persistent headache that is adulting. But mostly my career. It’s hard to take time out of the office when you’re trying to climb the corporate ladder and make director before the age of thirty.


Setting my dinner and drink on my Ikea coffee table, I plop onto the sofa and yank the elastic band out of my bun. My hair tumbles over my shoulders and I shake it out, massaging the roots to ease my sore scalp. I wish I could turn in right now, just crawl into bed and clock out for the night, but my task list is burning a hole in my to-do app. I won’t be able to sleep until everything is checked off, so I might as well get it over with.


Taking a sip of wine, I pull up the list and read the first item.




Task #1: Confirm Graeme posted British Columbia social media content.





I fish my laptop out of my bag and flip it open. Noodles hops up next to me and nestles against my thigh, purring. Thirty seconds later I’m scanning Seaquest Adventures’s Twitter feed. I shove a bite of quinoa salad into my mouth and chew. I barely taste it as I scroll. Scanning tweet after tweet, I put down my fork, eyebrows furrowing.


When I reach yesterday’s tweets, rage swells inside my chest. I log on to Facebook. Same. Instagram. Same. I squeeze my eyes shut and pinch the bridge of my nose. “Graeme.”


He didn’t do it. He said he would, but he didn’t. So freaking typical of Mr. High-and-Mighty Social Media Guru. I was right to make “confirm social media posts” the number-one item on my to-do list.


I glare at the tiny photo beside Graeme’s name, at his strong, smooth chin and short brown hair. I hate to admit it, but the first time I saw his picture, I actually thought the arrogant jerk was handsome. And when we spoke on the phone on his very first day over a year ago, oof. I nearly melted. His voice is deep and rich and husky, like a lumberjack dipped in a chocolate fountain.


Then we started working together, and it wasn’t two weeks before Graeme The Rotten Troll showed his true colors.


It started when some gem video footage from one of our Costa Rica cruises landed in my in-box. Most of it was typical—guests having fun on a hike, beaming smiles, high energy—but toward the end, the videographer included B-roll showing two capuchin monkeys grooming each other. It was blink-or-you-miss-it fast: one monkey appeared to sniff the other monkey’s butt, made a sour face, then lost its balance and fell out of a tree. Hilarious, right?


I figured, hey, people love funny animal videos, so let’s cut in some other wildlife clips from our cruises, set it to music, add clever captions, and post it on social media with hashtags targeted to boost engagement. I put my halfway-decent video editing skills to good use, and when I had a version I was happy with, I forwarded it to Graeme, our newly minted social media manager, for posting.


And the damn thing went viral.


I didn’t know it went viral until the next morning, when our boss, James, pulled it up at our weekly department meeting. More than fifty thousand views and climbing. Post engagement was up 67 percent and our website traffic had shot through the roof.


After the clapping and laughter died down, James boomed his approval in the general direction of the speakerphone where Graeme was dialed in.


“Fabulous, brilliant. See, everyone? This is what ingenuity looks like Well done, Graeme.”


“Well done, Graeme.” Not, “Well done, Henley.”


And what did Graeme say in response to our boss wrongly giving him all the credit? After a few seconds of staticky phone silence, he simply said, “Thank you.”


As if that wasn’t enough, James decided to smear salt in the wound. “I wish all of you would take Graeme’s initiative,” he said to the group, then looked directly at me. “Especially you, Henley. Costa Rica is your region, after all.”


I know, I know. I probably should have said something right then and there—corrected James on the spot and told him exactly who was responsible for the viral video. But my mouth was too full of shock to do anything except hang open like a drowned fish. And James hates being told he’s wrong, especially in front of other people. Once the meeting was over though, it was too late. Going to James at that point would have been like tattling, and who wanted to look petty in front of their boss?


So Graeme got away with it. He got away with swiping the credit and the praise right out from under me.


That asshole.


Ever since then, he’s used the incident to launch himself to BFF status with our boss. The beginning and ending of every staff meeting is positively packed with testosterone-filled chatter.


How’s your son? How was boating last weekend? Did you catch the latest Mariners game? There was enough brownnosing masquerading as bro bonding to make me want to smash the speakerphone into smithereens under my pointiest heels.


Here’s the thing: I’ve worked with Graeme’s type before. He might have the whole nice-guy facade down to a science, but I knew the truth. He was a sneaky, entitled user who was willing to do whatever it took to get ahead.


Graeme must have figured out somewhere along the line that I was onto him, because over the past year he’s become nothing less than the bane of my professional existence. Anytime I want something done quickly, there’s always a reason he can’t do it. If I have an idea, he questions it. I send him an email? I get a curt response—never mind a please or thank-you.


Apart from the occasional video conference, I’ve never actually seen Graeme in person, since he works full time from home. So I like to think that despite his steel-cut jaw and those deep-set eyes, he has spindly arms and legs and cottage cheese breath to match his personality. I picture a short, paunchy Graeme cackling and dancing around a fire pit holding a pitchfork.


Logging in to Outlook, I punch out an email like I’m entering the nuclear codes.




To: GraemeC@sqadventures.com


Cc: JamesW@sqadventures.com


From: HenleyE@sqadventures.com


Subject: Social Media OVERDUE


Graeme,


I noticed that my requested social media posts promoting the airfare deal for all remaining 2019 “Coastal British Columbia & the Inside Passage” departures were not published today. As this deal expires in a week, and none of the September voyages are currently at capacity, I expect to see it marketed robustly on our social media platforms. See the Google Doc I shared last week for content. Please address ASAP.


Thanks,


Henley


Henley R. Evans


Marketing Manager, North and Central America


Seaquest Adventures | www.seaquestadventures.com





As soon as I click send, I snag my phone and tap on the box next to Task #1. A big black line appears, crossing it out. I inhale deeply through my nose and a sense of calm slowly spreads over me.


At least my end of this task is done. For now. Graeme better hop to it and get my shit posted though, like, yesterday.


My muscles relax as I nestle into the soft cushions and stretch out my legs. Crossing my feet at the ankles on the coffee table, I read tasks #2 and #3 on my list:




Task #2: Make student loan payment.





I make a retching noise in my throat and my shoulders tense automatically. I need to double-check my savings account and monthly budget before I drop that behemoth. Reluctantly, I reassign this task for tomorrow. I don’t have the emotional energy to deal with it right now.




Task #3: Outline strategic management final paper, due Monday.





That I can do. But just as I’m about to set my laptop aside to grudgingly pull my textbook out of my bag, my in-box dings.


Graeme has replied. Nostrils flaring, I open his email.




To: HenleyE@sqadventures.com


From: GraemeC@sqadventures.com


Subject: Re: Social Media OVERDUE


soon -G


Graeme Crawford-Collins


Social Media Manager


Seaquest Adventures | www.seaquestadventures.com





I blink.


Blink again.


Soon? Is that soon like right now soon or next Tuesday soon? I scrunch my hand into a fist on top of Noodles. He purrs louder. This is so… unacceptable. And not just because he left our boss out of the CC. I grind my teeth until my jaw aches.


Graeme Crawford-Collins. Graham Cracker-Collins. I can’t let him blow me off again. I won’t.


Bookings for Pacific cruises from Alaska to Panama have gone up every single quarter since I joined the company—thanks in large part to my tireless efforts—and I will not see my track record ruined because of him. Especially not now, not when there are rumblings that Seaquest Adventures is creating a brand-new director of digital marketing position—one that I would do anything to land.


I’d work overtime. Pursue my master’s in business administration at night. Volunteer for extra projects. Oh wait, I already do all of those things, so that promotion should have my name plastered all over it. But only if I don’t fumble the game-winning pass late in the fourth quarter. I crack my knuckles against my jaw and, with a growl, drain my wine, slam the glass onto the coffee table, and click reply.


Gird your loins, Graeme Crawford-Collins. Because you’re about to get a dose of Henley thunder.
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To: GraemeC@sqadventures.com


From: HenleyE@sqadventures.com


Subject: Re: Social Media OVERDUE


Graeme,


“Soon” is a relative term. Please define.


Thanks,


Henley





Zing, take that, Graeme!


Okay, so it’s not exactly thunder, but it is pretty biting in an understated sort of way. I smirk as I click send. I drum my fingers against my laptop. Chew on my thumbnail. Click refresh on my in-box. Nothing. Just when I figure Graeme has logged off for the night, an email pops up with a ding.




To: HenleyE@sqadventures.com


From: GraemeC@sqadventures.com


Subject: Re: Social Media OVERDUE


Soon, adverb




	In or after a short time


	
Without undue time lapse


	When I get to it





-G





I cough in disbelief before fury surges through my veins. Squeezing my laptop in a death grip, I rearrange myself so I’m sitting cross-legged on the couch. Noodles hops down with a discontented meow at being jostled.


The man can’t be bothered to send me anything except one-word emails 97 percent of the time, and when he finally does deign to communicate like a normal human being, it’s a multipart dictionary definition steeped in sarcasm. A growl works its way up my throat.




To: GraemeC@sqadventures.com


From: HenleyE@sqadventures.com


Subject: Re: Social Media OVERDUE


Graeme,


Get to it now, please.


Thanks,


Henley





Not ten seconds later…




To: HenleyE@sqadventures.com


From: GraemeC@sqadventures.com


Subject: Re: Social Media OVERDUE


It might be 8:40 in Seattle, but it’s almost midnight here in Michigan. Your posts can wait.





Like hell they can!




To: GraemeC@sqadventures.com


From: HenleyE@sqadventures.com


Subject: Re: Social Media OVERDUE


If you can take the time to reply to my emails, you have time to post my social media content, at least to Facebook and Instagram. Save the tweets for tomorrow.





Tweets only stay relevant for about eighteen minutes, so it’s too late in the day for them to reach an effective audience now.


A chat message pops up along the side of my screen.






You don’t have anything better to do than email me about work?








My mouth twists into a frown.






Pot, meet kettle. Don’t you have anything better to do than respond?







You didn’t answer my question. No fun plans for Henley Rose tonight?








I narrow my eyes at the screen. I hate it when he calls me Henley Rose. In that blissful first two weeks of his employment, he asked me what the “R” in my email signature stood for, and I made the mistake of telling him. I recall how he drawled my name on the phone, Henley Rose, like he had a secret to tell me… one that I wanted to hear…


Now he reserves the moniker for use on special occasions—aka when it’s guaranteed to ensure maximum annoyance.






No hot boyfriend to keep you busy?








Automatically, I gaze around my empty apartment, as if an imaginary boyfriend is going to pop out of my bedroom holding a dozen tacos and a chocolate cake. Noodles looks up at me from the floor—or rather, one eyeball fastens on the couch while the other checks out the coffee table. He’s not impressed.






I don’t need a boyfriend. I’m too busy polishing my collection of knives. Big ones. With sharp, jabby ends.







I’ll take that as a no… so you like the big ones then?







The bigger the better.







Isn’t that what she said?








Whoa, whoa, whoooa. Are we flirting? No way. My insides go all twisty and confused and heat flushes across my collarbone. I click on Graeme’s contact photo again. His full lips seem to smirk at me, and I have the sudden desire to mash my mouth against his, just to see how it feels. Either that or slap him.


Chewing my bottom lip, I click over to Instagram and type “Graeme Crawford-Collins” in the search bar. Maybe a different picture would show his bad side… his slap-worthy side…


Nothing comes up. Huh. I try Facebook—he’s not on there either. And Twitter makes strike three. A social media manager who isn’t on social media? Weird.


I shake my head hard once. “What am I doing?” Fumbling with the touch pad, I close the three incriminating tabs. Good God, I need to get out more. Actually go on a date once in a while—and not with my purple, battery-operated friend that lives in my nightstand. Because if I’m hate-attracted to Graham Cracker-Collins? My sex life is in a baaaad place.


Time to get back to the issue at hand.






You know, in the time that this delightful conversation has happened, you could have posted my content by now.







You didn’t see the volcano, did you?







… what?







Volcano. You know, those things that erupt from time to time with molten hot lava?








Yes, I know what a volcano is. Jesus!






What are you smoking? What volcano?







Huh. Looks like you didn’t read my tweets. I’m disappointed in you, HR. A volcano erupted in Galápagos this evening. Our ship was on the scene and the videographer on board captured some hot footage (pun intended).








I swallow a laugh and force my scowl back into place.


No, I hadn’t heard about the volcano. When I’d browsed the Twitter feed before, I was only looking for mentions of the airfare deal for British Columbia. I’d barely registered anything else. I click over a tab and reread the feed. Yep, there it is. Tweet after tweet about the volcanic eruption in an uninhabited corner of Isabela Island and how our cruise ship witnessed it live—from a safe distance. What a fantastic marketing opportunity. And damn it, Graeme actually boosted the publicity pretty well.






I prioritized.








I can practically see the shrug.






Well, prioritize my content next.








I begin typing how the airfare deal expires next week and we need to promote it on social media more, but before I can hit the return button, another message from Graeme pops up.






I’ll post your British Columbia content first thing tomorrow morning. Not that it will make much difference at this point in attracting more September bookings.







Have fun polishing those big knives.








The bubble next to his contact turns red, indicating that he’s offline.


I clamp my molars until my jaw pops. My dentist is going to lecture me about grinding my teeth again, I know it.


“Graeme,” I grate.


Who is he to infer that my marketing plan for social media won’t net a few more bookings over the next week? That’s just so… presumptuous. And rude. And so totally wrong.


I snatch my quinoa salad off the coffee table and stuff a bite into my mouth. It tastes like sawdust. Shoving my laptop away, I stomp to the kitchen, toss the quinoa into the trash, and riffle around my fridge. It’s slim pickings: three containers of vanilla yogurt, various condiments, and a single mini Babybel cheese. Mental note: add grocery shopping to my weekend task list.


I grab a jar of grape jelly and my last two pieces of bread from an upper cabinet and make myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I slap on the jelly with a bit too much gusto and it splatters across my gray laminate countertop. Graeme’s words niggle at my brain. Not that it will make much difference. With a huff, I brace my hips against the counter and tear into my PB and J like a bear eating a salmon.


I should start my paper, but Graeme’s parting shot has my stomach contracting and my skin itching. There’s something I need to do. Polishing off my sandwich in four more bites, I return to my laptop and dig up last year’s numbers for British Columbia and cross-reference them with our social media activity.


There was barely an increase in bookings. My social media marketing for these voyages last September hadn’t worked as well as I remembered. Even with the airfare promotion, which was my idea, we needed to do something different to get the word out. Something outside the box.


I open a blank Google Doc. After a minute, the ideas trickle in. I start typing. It’s after ten when I finish, and I haven’t even started outlining my paper yet. If I want to stay on track to meet Monday’s due date, I need to at least get that done tonight. I silently curse Graeme as I flop my textbook open on the coffee table and begin brainstorming.





“Rough night?” Christina pops her head over the gray cubicle wall between our desks, catching me rubbing my eyes. It’s 9:15 on a Friday morning, and in the hour since I’ve been here, a gentle murmur of conversation has slowly overtaken the early-morning silence.


As far as offices go, ours is pretty clutch. It takes up the entire top floor of a historic building downtown, and it has high ceilings, exposed brick, and tons of light streaming in from wide, arched windows. Thanks to our proximity to Puget Sound, the scent of clean ocean brine is a permanent fixture in the building, bringing to life the framed cruise ship photos that line the inner hallways.


I tear my gaze away from the email I’m drafting to James’s assistant to discuss my idea for a last-minute British Columbia direct call campaign.


“Just busy,” I say. “And sleep-deprived. How about you?”


Hopping up to perch on the edge of my desk, Christina crosses her legs, emerald capris hiking higher up her slender calves. “Awful,” she says with her usual flair. She flips her long sheet of straight black hair over one shoulder. It stands out starkly against her white eyelet shirt.


Rereading my email one more time, I hit send before settling in to listen to what will likely be a very long-winded, very dramatic story.


“So remember how I was going on a date with that guy from Bumble last night?” she begins.


Only vaguely, but I nod anyway.


“Well it was all going fine until we left the restaurant. There we were, standing on the sidewalk, talking about what to do next, when a cop drives by. And you know what this guy does? Leaps behind the nearest trash can like he’s Batman or something. It turned out my date has a warrant out for his arrest.”


I sit up straighter. “What did you do?”


She shrugs. “Went home with him. He was pretty cute.”


My jaw pops open.


She laughs. “I’m kidding, Henley, geez! I told him I got a migraine and ditched him, of course. But then I met this other cute guy…”


“All right, well, I’m going to need the full debrief.” I prop my elbow on the desk, chin in hand. Not having much of a dating life of my own, I live vicariously through Christina’s adventures in dating land.


She slides off my desk. “How about lunch? Waterfront Park?”


I bite my lower lip. I have a lot I need to accomplish today.


“I know you’re always ‘so busy,’ ” she says, complete with air quotes. “But come on. We haven’t done lunch in weeks.”


“I know,” I groan. “I’m terrible. Happy hour instead?” I can’t remember the last time I went for drinks after work that didn’t involve a business school networking event.


“Don’t you have class?”


“Not on Fridays. Besides, the summer term ended yesterday and I’m off for the next month before fall classes start.”


“Okay, happy hour it is,” she says with a grin. “Miller Room?”


“Yes, please.”


Catching sight of someone over her shoulder, she turns. “Tory!” she calls with a wave.


Footsteps approach, and a moment later our coworker Tory Hageman appears. Her platinum pixie cut catches the light and I practically squint at its radiance.


Whereas Christina is a year younger than me, Tory is four years older. But unlike Christina and me, Tory actually has her life together in ways that make ours seem hopelessly childish. She’s married, for one. And second, she lives in a house. Not an apartment or a condo, but an actual house with grass and a fence and designated guest towels and everything.


“Hey, ladies,” Tory says with a grin, hugging a stack of folders to her chest. “What are you two plotting over here?”


“Happy hour at Miller Room after work. You in?” asks Christina.


“Yes, perfect. Count me in. I have news to tell you too. Big news.” Her smile widens to the point that I think her round cheeks are going to crack.


“Spill,” I say.


She checks her watch. “Can’t. I’m late for a meeting, got to run. Oh, and Henley—it looks like that director of digital marketing position is finally happening. I’ll give you the details later.” She crosses her fingers as she backs away, then turns and bustles toward the conference rooms.


My breath catches in my throat and I use every ounce of willpower not to paste a million-watt smile on my face. Tory is the director of financial planning and analysis, so her office has to approve the budget for any new positions. She undoubtedly has all the tea.


Christina nods after Tory. “It’s about time we had a digital director.”


I slide a look to Christina. It’s no secret that I’m gunning for the new role, but she’s been with Seaquest longer than I have… what if she expects the promotion? We haven’t actually talked about it.


Dropping her chin, she puckers her lips. “Oh, come on, Hen. You really think I’m some nineties sitcom version of the friend who gets all catty over her bestie’s success? We both know you deserve that promotion. You work harder than anyone else in this entire company. It’s kind of pathetic, actually.” Winking, she hops off the desk and sidesteps our divider to return to her cube.


My chest fills with warmth. Christina’s not just a work friend anymore, she’s a real friend. And it’s not like I have an inexhaustible supply of those. I smile to myself as I pull my phone out of my bag. Tory’s whole “big news” thing has reminded me of something. I open Walsh’s texts from last night and fire back a reply.






So what’s the surprise?








I drum my fingernails against my cheek. No answer. Undoubtedly, Walsh is revving me up for whatever crazy bit of news she has to share. Either that or she’s not awake yet. She’s on mountain time in Colorado, so presumably she should be awake, but then again time is a loose concept to Walsh.


My phone buzzes in my hand, making me jump.






When do you get off work? I’ll tell you then.








Well, look who’s up.






Tell me now
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Ugh. Fine. 5:30







Cool, talk soon!








Crap, I forgot about happy hour. I start typing a reply but my computer dings with two new emails. I click off my phone and open the first. It’s from Graeme, a reply to my original message last night.




To: HenleyE@sqadventures.com


Cc: JamesW@sqadventures.com


From: GraemeC@sqadventures.com


Subject: Re: Social Media OVERDUE


done -G





James is back in the loop, and Graeme is back to a monosyllabic caveman. Typical.


I browse our social media pages. They’re now filled with tweets and posts of the British Columbia airfare promotion. I suck in a deep breath through my nose. Was it only last night that Graeme and I were joking about the size of my hypothetical knife collection? I’d like to believe it never happened because it’s just too weird. But my stomach somersaults, reminding me that it did.


The second unread email draws my eye. It’s a calendar invite to meet with James at four o’clock. As I’m clicking to accept the invitation, my desk phone rings. I answer it.


“Evans,” I say automatically.


“Hi, Henley, it’s Barbara,” says James’s secretary in her light, airy voice.


Is this about the digital director position? Every speck of hope inside me distills into a pulsing, living thing inside my heart. Aiming for calm, I lean back in my chair and smooth my coral skirt over my knees. “Hey, Barb, how are you? I just got the meeting invite.”


“That’s what I’m calling about. I know I probably shouldn’t say anything…” Her voice is muffled now like she’s whispering behind her hand. “But I overheard James talking to Marlen this morning.” Marlen is our CEO. The blood freezes in my veins and I don’t dare breathe.


“Your four o’clock meeting? It’s not just about your British Columbia idea. I overheard Marlen tell James that he wants to consider you for director of digital marketing… Henley, you made the short list.”










3 [image: ]



First thought: I’m on the short list! The short list! That director job is as good as mine. Yes! Fist pump, high five, get some!


Second thought: Short list… what short list? I should be the list. One name. Me. No one else. Hulk smash!


I blink several times and realize that Barbara is still talking. “… I can’t say any more.”


“Who else is on the list?” I ask, voice quiet and urgent. The plastic of the telephone groans under my grip.


“Barbara! Get in here.” James’s voice booms in the background.


“I’m sure James will fill you in. I-I’d better go.”


“Right.” I shake my head. “Sorry, yeah. Thanks so much for the heads-up. I really appreciate it.”


“You’re welcome, honey. I’m pulling for you.” Click.


I only realize I haven’t hung up when an insistent buzzing sounds in my ear. Shaking myself, I stuff the receiver back in the cradle and run my fingers through my hair, pulling slightly.


Okay. This is happening.


And I’m not the only one up for the job. Who else could they be considering for this? Eyeing the occupants of the cubicles across the way, I quickly flip through the possibilities—no, no, nope, unlikely, hells to the no. Not to toot my own horn, but Christina was right. There’s really no one else on the marketing team who’s in the same league.


If they’re looking at an outside candidate, someone who doesn’t work for Seaquest Adventures, then I have no idea who that could be. I shrug. All I can focus on right now is myself. Once I find out who the other short listers are, then I can strategize.


After taking the morning to address some urgent emails and coordinate with the art department on next quarter’s Central America mailing, I spend the afternoon preparing for my meeting with James.


I polish my British Columbia proposal, send my updated résumé to HR, and draft talking points for why I’m the strongest choice for the director role. I’m so engrossed in what I’m doing that I barely register when my computer thrums. I glance at the screen, and choke on my iced tea. It splatters down the front of my shirt.


“Shit, shit, double shit,” I grate. It’s four o’clock. I snag a notepad, my résumé, phone, and a printed copy of my proposal and launch out of my seat. James is all about punctuality. If you’re on time, you’re late. Christina raises her eyebrows at me as I jog past her desk, but I don’t stop. I scurry down the hall, coughing to clear my stinging throat, and try not to drop anything.


Barbara is sitting at the desk outside James’s office. I can hear his trumpeting voice on the other side of the closed door. When she sees me coming, she touches her shoulders in the sign of the cross.


I pause by her desk. “That bad?”


“He just got off the phone with his ex-wife.”


I wince.


“And he wrote a tuition check to UCLA for Toby today.”


I groan. A conversation with his hated ex-wife and dropping serious money on his kid’s college tuition? He’s going to be in A Mood. Great.


“Thanks for the warning.” Straightening my skirt, I cross the final three steps to his door and knock.


Wait. Ack, I forgot something to write with. I lunge toward Barbara’s desk.


“Pen?” I ask, scrunching my eyes.


Her hair bounces as she fishes one out of a coffee mug and hands it to me. “Here. Oh, you have a little…” She motions at her chest. Crap, the tea. I flick my hair over my shoulders, light brown over white silk, and rearrange it to cover the worst of the spill.


Barbara gives me the thumbs-up, turquoise nails flashing.


“Come in,” James barks.


“You’re the best,” I mouth over my shoulder as I push open the heavy wood door and breach the threshold into his corner office.


“You’re late,” he says without preamble, nodding at the door. I close it softly behind me, stomach knotting. The pervasive smell of tuna, presumably leftovers from James’s lunch, does nothing to quell my nerves.


Infusing my spine with steel, I cross the room to sink into one of the square orange chairs facing his monolithic desk. “Sorry about that.” My heart thumps against my ribs as James dips his chin to peer at me over his wire-rimmed glasses.


James Wilcox, chief marketing officer, has buzzed, thinning gray-brown hair, the crinkled, papery skin of a pastry bag even though he’s only in his late fifties, and enough self-importance to fill a football stadium.


“Thanks for making time in your schedule to meet with—” I begin, but he cuts me off.


“I have some interesting news for you, Henley.” He folds his hands over the stack of papers on his desk, mouth twisting into a frown. I sit there, my own hands clasped in my lap, legs crossed at the ankle, looking what I hope is pleasantly surprised and not dog-panting excited.


“Marlen and I had a meeting this morning, and we both agree it’s time to pull the trigger on hiring a director of digital marketing. We’re eyeing you for the job.”


I smile broadly as every cell of my body exhales at the confirmation. “Oh my goodness, James, that’s wonderful news. Thank you, I—”


“Don’t thank me yet, sweetheart. You’re not the only one up for the promotion.” He leans back in his chair with a thud. “We’re considering Graeme for the position too.”


The world slows. A fly hopscotches across the window behind James, and I imagine I can see every beat of its tiny, transparent wings.


“Graeme…” I repeat. My own voice sounds far away. “Graham Cracker—Crawford—Crawlin,” I stutter. Oh God, I’m losing my mind. I swallow. Get a hold of yourself, Henley. I give myself a mental slap and the world rights itself. “Graeme Crawford-Collins?” I finally manage to get out.


“Oh good, you know his name.” James tips his chin and stares down his stubby nose at me. “Graeme has experience in the digital marketing arena, and he’s done a bang-up job for us on social media over the past year. He’s a strong candidate.”


“But he lives in… Michigan. Wouldn’t it be more beneficial to fill the position with someone from Seattle?”


I hate how halting and unsure my voice has become.


James waves dismissively. “We’ll relocate him.”


All I can do is stare at the swirling yellow-and-gold pattern of his tie. I’ve been with the company for three years to Graeme’s one. And I’ve done more than a bang-up job in many more arenas than simply social media, digital marketing included.


And the whole “we’ll relocate him.” We will relocate him. Will. Future tense, definite. My lungs seize. He’s going to get the job. I can feel it down to my glitter-painted toes. He’s a man, he can banter with James about sports, and his reputation as a standout all started with stealing credit for my viral monkey video—of course James will pick him. All the talking points I’ve so carefully crafted about my candidacy crumble into dust on my tongue.


James rises from his seat, all five and a half feet of him. If I stood up right now, I’d have a full two inches on him in my heels. Tugging his pants up by the belt, he saunters around his desk and perches on the edge, one shiny brown loafer dangling.


“You’re a good kid, Henley,” he says, leaning forward to pat my bare knee. I shift automatically to cross my legs away from him. Lips thinning, he withdraws his hand. “You’ve been a good sport over the years and you’ve done top-notch work for us too. Everyone recognizes that. So we want to give you a swinging chance at this.”


“Well, isn’t that sporting of you,” I say through a tight smile, trying not to choke on the condescension.


A muffled noise sounds from the desk. I furrow my eyebrows. Was that… ? I stare at the telephone. No, it couldn’t be. Allowing someone to listen in on speakerphone unannounced would be low, even for James.


Sliding to his feet, he resumes his seat behind the desk. “As part of the selection process, we’re sending you and Graeme aboard Discovery next month for a cruise.” Discovery is our ship that sails the Galápagos Islands year-round. “I was surprised to learn that neither of you has been on one of our ships before.”


“I toured Golden Dawn when it was in port last spring—” I begin.


“But you’ve never actually been on one of our cruises for a full voyage, correct?”


“Well, with my workload—”


“No excuse. It’s like working in a restaurant and never tasting the food. How are you supposed to recommend anything?” He wags his rounded chin with a tsk. “Graeme,” he barks suddenly. “You still there?”


After a brief pause, a familiar husky voice echoes from the phone on James’s desk. “I’m here.”


My heart drops to my feet. I was right. Someone was—no is—on speakerphone. Graeme. And he’s been listening to our conversation this entire goddamned time. Eavesdropping. Like a rat. That noise I heard? Now I know what it was. It was Graeme. Snickering.


I glare at the black hunk of telephone like I can see Graeme’s smug face through its tangle of fiberglass innards. I mentally rewind the conversation. Every patronizing “kid” and “sport” and “sweetheart” strikes me like an arrow through the gut.


“We have two voyages coming up in September with plenty of cabin space,” says James. He talks at the phone but tosses a glance my way as he rattles off a series of dates.


Numbly, I swipe open my cell and tap on my calendar app. Fall classes start on September 16, so the second set of dates is out. “I’m available for the first cruise,” I say. My muscles clench as I realize it departs in less than two weeks.


“So am I,” says Graeme.


Nooooo. No, no, no, no. My chest tightens and heat flushes my neck. No way am I spending a week on a ship with Graeme Crawford-Collins.


“Terrific,” says James, marking something down. “Passports current?”


I nod. “Yes.”


“Yes, sir,” says Graeme.


And heeeere we go. Sir. It’s already begun. The brownnosing. The one-upmanship. I grind my teeth so hard I could crack a walnut.


“Good,” says James firmly. “Now while you’re there, I want you both to soak up the experience from the guests’ perspective. Our Galápagos numbers are low right now, especially compared to the competition. Figure out how to use digital marketing to change that. When you get back, you’ll submit a proposal, which I’ll rely on heavily when I decide who will be the new digital marketing director. Got it?”


I nod dumbly, all out of words.


“Got it,” Graeme echoes.


“Competition breeds innovation,” says James with a sanctimonious nod like he’s the Dalai Lama dispensing a nugget of earth-shattering wisdom. “And you two,” he says, slapping his desk with a hearty guffaw. “Let’s just say I expect top innovation from you.”


“I appreciate the opportunity,” says Graeme.


“I do too, so much. Thanks for your faith in me, James,” I say, pressing my hand against my chest in a show of (in)sincere supplication, for good measure.


James leans forward to talk directly into the speakerphone. “Graeme, thanks for your time. Be sure to call our reservations department to arrange your cruise, today if possible. We’ll talk soon.” Before Graeme can say goodbye, James lifts and lowers the receiver, effectively ending the call. Settling into his chair, he rests his elbows on the desk and steeples his fingers against his chin. “Now, about your British Columbia idea…”





I stumble back to my desk at five, dump my pile of papers next to my keyboard, and collapse into my squeaky chair. The office is quiet, and Christina’s not at her desk.


What was supposed to be my big chance, my time to shine, turned out to be a Henley Humiliation Fest followed by half an hour of nitpicking my direct-call idea for British Columbia. To cap it off? As I walked out of his office, James openly perused my tea-splattered boobs and suggested that I might want to start using a straw.


At least he ultimately approved my British Columbia idea—except of course he did, because it’s freaking brilliant.


I scrub both palms over my eyes and flop my head against the top of my chair so I’m staring at the exposed ductwork on the ceiling. Sure, I may technically be up for this promotion, but James might as well pat me on the head and hand me a participation ribbon right now. It’s obvious Graeme is his favorite.


Graeme. That snake. Listening to our entire conversation and not having the decency to announce himself. How is he even qualified for this promotion? A social media manager making a leap to director of digital marketing? Ridiculous.


Rolling my hands into fists on top of my armrests, I sit up.


I’ll show him. I’ll show them all. I’ll simply have to knock my proposal so far out of the park that they’ll need to drive to Canada to find the ball. And Graeme? He can stay in Michigan and rot.


A light on my desk phone catches my eye and my fury recedes a fraction. I have a voice mail. I punch in my code and shove the phone tightly against my ear.


“Henley, it’s Graeme.”


My lungs inflate like a Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade balloon.


“I just wanted to say, ah, congratulations.” He blows out a breath and mumbles something unintelligible. “I know this is awkward, being up for the same job. And I hope it doesn’t get in the way of us working together. I posted your British Columbia content this morning. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you. I”—he clears his throat—“I’m looking forward to meeting you in person finally. And… and that’s it.”


Just as I think the message is over it keeps going.


“You know what, that’s not it. There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you…” He sucks in a deep breath. “You shouldn’t let James talk to you like that. It’s unprofessional. Take care.”


Unprofessional. Unprofessional?


The synthesized voice of a woman cuts in. “To delete this message…”


I slam the receiver down. Pick it up. Slam it again.


As if I have any choice in how James talks to me. He’s our boss. What the hell am I supposed to do? My chest constricts and I slow my runaway breathing. I know what’s going on here. Graeme is trying to psych me out. Throw me off my game. Well, guess what, Graeme? It’s not working.


In fact, I’ve learned something. If I want this job, I need to stay a step ahead of the competition. I need to be tireless. I need to crumble that Graham Cracker into dust. Setting my jaw, I scoop up my cell phone and enter a new item in my to-do app. Highest priority.




Task #1: Defeat Graeme Crawford-Collins.








I intercept Tory and Christina at the elevator.


“Who’s ready for happy hour?” Tory loops her arms around our shoulders. She’s five foot nothing on a good day, so she has to stand on tiptoe to do it.


“Me,” I say as I push the down button. After the roller coaster of a day I’ve had, I definitely need a drink. Or ten. My phone buzzes in my bag and I dig it out. It’s Walsh. I forgot she was going to call. “Sorry, I have to take this.”


The elevator doors open and I file inside behind Tory and Christina. I tap the green accept icon and hold the phone to my ear. “Hello?”


“Henley!” says Walsh in her smooth alto.


“Hey, baby sis, what’s up?”


“Not much. Are you leaving work now?” Her tone is light, but there’s a tension to it that has my alarm bells jerking awake.


“Just about, I’m in the elevator. So, what’s the big surprise?”


Walsh hesitates. “Oh, you know. The usual.”


Way too breezy. My chest tightens in warning. “Walsh,” I grate.


“I’m moving,” she says. I can practically see the overly bright, forced smile she must have plastered on her face. “Surprise!”


I groan. “Again?”


“Boulder was too… expensive.”


I roll my eyes so hard at the bronzed ceiling I nearly give my eyeballs whiplash. If she had a full-time job, it wouldn’t be so expensive. “Where to now?” I ask. I try to keep my tone casual, but I’m not sure I’m nailing it. Blood is pounding in my ears. With everything else going on in my life, Walsh couldn’t have picked a worse time to pull a Walsh.


She’s twenty-four. If you think she’d have her life figured out by now, you’d be wrong.


“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about…”


The elevator doors rattle open. I look up. And find myself face-to-face with my sister.


“Walsh?” I splutter in disbelief, lowering the phone.


An imaginary engine revs as the Walsh surprise bus crashes into me, running over my stunned body with a double thump.


I throw my arms out, mostly in a what-the-fuck question, but a thread of delight also snakes its way into my heart. As much as she pushes my crazy buttons, Walsh is still my sister.


And she’s here, standing not ten feet away, wearing denim cutoffs, strappy sandals, and a rose-colored top that hangs loosely off one shoulder. Her golden blond hair is shorter than it was at Christmas, skimming her shoulders in a wavy lob—must be a new cut since it hasn’t shown up on Instagram yet. And she’s added muscle to her long, lean legs. But her heart-shaped face and perfectly straight button nose, which is adorned with a delicate crystal piercing, are the same as always.


The elevator dings. Christina clears her throat. Right, the doors are closing and we’re all still inside. I shove my fist into the void, tripping the sensor to open, and step into the lobby.


“What are you doing here?” I ask, floating toward Walsh as though I’m on a conveyor belt. My heels clack against the tile floor.


My sister stuffs her phone into her back pocket and I don’t miss the flash of strain before she hitches her lips into a beaming grin. In a rush, she bounds forward and throws her arms around my neck. I hug her automatically, still too stunned to fully process.


“What, I need an excuse to visit my big sister?” she murmurs into my hair. And doesn’t let go. Her body is tense, and I catch a quiver as she inhales. What’s up with her? Leaning away, I study her face. Her expression smooths and now all I see is the same old Walsh. Her cornflower eyes flick between me and something behind me. Oh yeah.


“Introductions,” I say, stepping back. “Walsh, this is Tory and Christina. We work together. Guys, this is my sister, Walsh.”


Christina sticks out her hand, but before she can blink, Walsh wraps her in a hug. Christina is not a hugger. She stiffens, mouth twisted into a frown, and awkwardly pats Walsh on the back. I snort in amusement. I can’t help it.


“Great to meet you,” says Walsh.


“Uh-huh,” Christina mutters.


Walsh gives Tory a hug in turn, who takes it in stride. “I didn’t know Henley had a sister. Visiting from out of town?” She nods toward the row of chairs along the far wall, and for the first time, I notice the two massive purple suitcases pushed innocently against the window, a bulging shoulder bag perched on top.


Those are not weekend bags. Those are I’ve-packed-everything-I-own-in-this-world bags. Walsh said she’s moving. Oh no. She’s not… she couldn’t be…


My stomach tumbles like clothes in a hot dryer.


“Not exactly visiting,” says Walsh, shifting her weight.


Rage simmers in my veins. Walsh has some explaining to do. Now. I ball my hand into a fist around my purse strap and face my coworkers. “Guys, I’m sorry about happy hour, but—”


“Happy hour?” chirps Walsh, a hopeful gleam in her eye.


“Yeah, why don’t you join us?” asks Tory. “My wife’s coming too, so you won’t be the only non–Seaquest Adventurer there.”


“Great! But my luggage…” She glances around as if a storage locker is going to magically poof into existence.


I purse my lips. “Come on. The bar’s only a block away. We’ll store your suitcases at my desk and come back for them later. Then we can talk.” I turn to Christina and Tory and give them a tight smile. “Sorry about this. Meet you there?”


“Sure,” says Christina. “See you in a bit.”


I march over to the first suitcase and lurch it to a roll.


Walsh trots after me, lugging the other one. “Henley, I’m sorry—”


“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? Or, I don’t know, ask me if this was a good time for an extended visit?”


“I needed to leave Boulder. I figured I could stay with you—”


“Of course you did. You just assumed I’d roll out the red carpet because Princess Walsh has arrived. You know what though? I have a life. And my own problems to deal with. I don’t have time for your bullshit right now.”


Her chin trembles. Goddamn it. I hit the button and the elevator opens.


We pile inside, and I snatch my badge out of my bag and wave it in front of the security sensor before pushing the button for the seventh floor. I blow out a long breath. I don’t look at Walsh. “Why didn’t you just go to Mom and Dad’s?”


“You know why,” she says softly.


Some people would call where we grew up in rural Idaho idyllic. There’s certainly plenty of nature. But not much else, including people, jobs, or any sort of nuanced appreciation for the wider world. Except for our parents, who relish the quiet of rural living, there’s nothing for us there—either one of us.


“And, Henley, I—I need you right now. I need my sister. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was coming, but I knew you’d be mad and I—” Her words break off like a shard of glass. I jerk my head to look at her. In spite of my frustration, my heart catches in my throat. Big, fat tears are streaking down Walsh’s flushed cheeks. Her face scrunches like a wadded-up napkin and a sob escapes her in a hiccup.


Anger leaves me in a retreating wave. I curl a protective arm around my sister’s shoulders as she visibly chokes back tears the rest of the ride up.


When we reach my floor, I shove her bags against the wall by the empty front desk and steer her into the nearest conference room, which is blessedly unoccupied. The automatic ceiling lights flicker on. As soon as the opaque glass door shuts behind us, I gently grasp her by the shoulders. “What’s going on?”


Her red-rimmed eyes search my face. “You… you were right. I got fired.”


“Again?”


“God, why do you have to say it like that? I know I’m a screwup, okay? Not everyone is perfect like you.” Turning, she collapses into the nearest office chair, arms sprawled over the armrests.


Of all the days for my baby sister to show up on my doorstep midmeltdown, why did she have to pick today? I slide into the seat next to her and force my jaw to unclench. “I’m not perfect. And you’re not a screwup. What happened?”


She lifts and lowers one shoulder. “I missed an appointment I had with a client last week. It was the third time it happened, so Massage Spot gave me the boot.”


“Don’t you have that calendar app? I showed you how to set reminders so you get notifications. Why aren’t you using it?”
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