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            DAPHNE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good afternoon. Morgan Development, Daphne Foster speaking. How may I help you?”

      Ugh. Why do Mondays come so soon? Obviously, there are people who enjoy their jobs and look forward to working, but that’s not me. There’s nothing wrong with my job. I help manage a handful of homeowners’ associations in Shifting Pines, New Jersey. I’m paid well, I like the people I work with. It’s not difficult. This job is like that boy who asks you out on a date. You go because he’s nice and you like him, but you don’t like-like him. There’s no spark. You feel guilty. You know he’s a catch and many girls would love to date him. You feel like there’s something wrong with you for not feeling it. There isn’t, of course. You either have chemistry or you don’t, and that’s fine. You want there to be a spark, but all you have is a fizzled sparkler.

      Lately, I’ve been feeling like my whole life is a fizzled sparkler. I spend all week at a job that offers security but no stimulation. Once in a while someone doesn’t pay their association dues or puts more than two plastic flamingos in their yard and the attorney I work with needs to send a letter I type telling them to knock it the flock off. This past weekend, like all those before, I sat at home watching reruns of Murder, She Wrote while knitting. Jessica Fletcher has traveled the world, adventuring well into her sixties. I spend my weekends sitting on my couch surrounded by yarn.

      I’m too young to be this old.

      I listen to the lady on the phone complain about a letter she received from our office and recommend that she email the attorney listed to work out a solution to her situation. Eight more minutes, and then I can go home and get ready to enjoy the best part of my week. I can do this.

      As soon as my computer clock says five o’clock, I exit out of all the programs and shut down my computer. I walk out of the building with my coworker.

      “Night, Mallory!” I wave as I duck into my car.

      Since I didn’t leave the house all weekend, I need to swing by the supermarket on my way home so I have food for the week. I’m annoyed with myself for putting it off again, but I didn’t feel like shopping Friday, and I was really comfy on my couch all weekend.

      I should sign up for one of those food delivery companies that sends you everything you need to cook a meal. A box on my doorstep every week would be so much better than the hell on Earth that is the supermarket. Everyone is buying their groceries tonight. Apparently, no one has used a self-check lane before and wants to give it a try tonight. I want to offer my skills gained as a cashier from my high school job and check them out just to get them gone, but I’m not allowed to do that anymore after last time. Whatever. Their loss.

      The frustration continues in the car on the way home. “Go!” I scream at the car in front of me. Who stops for a yellow light in New Jersey? Now I’m stuck here for at least another cycle. Finally, I get through the light and drive as quickly as legally possible. With a sigh of relief, I pull into the driveway of my ranch home. Grabbing my bags and hurrying inside, I grumble because I hate having to rush. I check the grandfather clock in the living room corner. It’s almost seven o’clock. Usually, I wish the seconds would tick by faster, but tonight I need an extra moment to get myself together. I’ve just settled in with my iPad, phone, and rum with a splash of Diet Pepsi when my iPad dings. I smile when Logan’s face appears, wanting to FaceTime.

      Yay! I love it when I can see him while we talk.

      Yes, he is gorgeous with his wavy dark brown hair and forest-green eyes, but what really makes him so attractive are his facial expressions and the way he focuses on the person he’s speaking with. He can say more with a quirked brow than most people say in five minutes of uninterrupted babbling. When he’s talking to you, you feel you’re the center of his universe, like no one else exists to him but you.

      I can’t suppress my giggle as the screen comes to life with my favorite face. “Hey, you! Where are you this week?”

      Logan smiles. “Hey, Daph! I’m in Prague. You’d love it here. It’s gorgeous. The Baroque architecture is incredible. I can’t wait to show you the shots I’ve taken.”

      Logan is a travel photographer focusing on European cities and architecture. We met in a history and architecture class our sophomore year of college and have been best friends ever since. He was a business major headed to law school, and I was an accounting major. We were each following in our parents’ footsteps. Instead of law school, he discovered his love of—and talent for—photography. I don’t know if it’s that he’s a golden eagle shifter and gets a literal bird’s-eye view of things that makes him so skilled, or if he possesses an innate talent, but his work is incredible.

      “I bet they are stunning, like always. I can’t wait to see them. Where do you go next?” My lips curve into a loving smile.

      “I don’t know where I’m headed next, but you’re welcome to come along.”

      My heart leaps. He’s so considerate, always inviting me on his adventures. He’s a good friend, but I wish he saw me as more. Maybe it’s because I can’t shift? What fun would it be to be stuck with someone landbound when you’re able to soar high? I guess I’d be handy to watch the bags.

      “Thanks,” I respond, “but some of us have a Monday-through-Friday, nine-to-five life to live.”

      “That you hate,” he retorts. “I don’t understand why you trap yourself in an office. Gran told me how you used to dream of traveling. Remember that? You were going to be a tour guide?” A flurry of unspoken, frustrated emotions flash across his face.

      I recognize them because I feel them in my chest too. I take a deep breath to quiet them.

      “You know I can’t leave this house. I don’t want to be gone months at a time.”

      “Get someone to watch it for you. Rent it out.”

      It’s so easy for him to make suggestions like that. He hasn’t lost what I have. He doesn’t understand my need to have a safe harbor. It wasn’t always like this. When I was younger, I craved travel and adventure. I covered my walls with maps and calendar pictures of far-off places.

      Then my parents died, and I started isolating myself. In a flash of headlights, I lost my world. I was in high school when the accident happened, and I moved in with Gran. She passed away while I was in college, so now this house is all I have left of my family.

      I can’t lose it too.

      Logan is always leaving. Everyone leaves me.

      Gah, I sound so whiny and pathetic. People leave because I insist on staying put. Whatever. This house isn’t leaving me, and I don’t want to leave it.
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            LOGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I can see the longing and futility in Daphne’s face even through a screen and over six thousand miles. I don’t need to be on the same continent as her to know she wants what she’s always wanted—excitement, travel, adventure—but that she’ll never take it for herself.

      I want to take a screenshot so she sees what I do and convince her to do something about it, but she’ll shut down and find a reason to end our call. It hurts me to see her sad, but it would hurt me more not to see her at all. Better to change the conversation.

      “So, what did you do over the weekend?”

      I have a feeling what the answer will be, but maybe she’ll surprise me.

      “The usual. I read a new book by my favorite author, ordered yarn for a shawl pattern I’ve been wanting to try, and there was a Murder, She Wrote marathon.”

      I hold her gaze with mine. “You know you’re twenty-six, not eighty-six, right? You⁠—”

      She huffs and turns away from the screen. She doesn’t want to hear what I have to say, but I’m going to say it anyway.

      “You should be out at a club dancing with your girlfriends, not sitting at home, knitting and watching shows that were off the air before you started kindergarten,” I say.

      Daphne sips her drink and shoots me a pointed glare. “First of all, you know I’m a horrible dancer. Second, my best friend is gallivanting all over Europe, and Shelby is all loved up with her new Bigfoot shifter boyfriend, so I have no one to go to the club with.” She hiccups and takes another sip. “Fourth of all, shut up. J.B. Fletcher is awesome.”

      I narrow my gaze at Daphne. “How many of those”—I motion with my chin toward her glass of what I presume is rum and Diet Pepsi—“have you had tonight?”

      She flushes a light pink. “Just one.”

      I snort. “You know I’m aware of your trick of not taking the last sip and refilling so you can say you’ve only had one when it’s more like three or four.”

      “Of course you know it! You taught me that trick!”

      Shrugging, I can’t help the smirk that forms on my lips.

      “You are a lousy liar. The trick helps you avoid it.”

      Daphne sticks her tongue out at me.

      “You can’t be mad at me for learning my lessons well! Anyway.” She pauses dramatically. “I’m going on an adventure next weekend!”

      Even on the dimly lit, blurry screen, she sparkles. She’s vibrating with energy, bouncing up and down in her seat, her smile stretching wider than I’ve seen it in years. Her brown eyes are shining in a way I don’t see often enough, and she pushes her dark brown ponytail over her shoulder. When she bounces happily in her seat, her boobs jiggle. I like that very much. She may solely think of me as her best friend, but she’s my everything.

      My heart constricts to see her so happy, so excited. Other parts expand, and I shift in my seat to ease the pressure in my jeans.

      “That’s awesome! Where are you going? What are you doing?”

      “It’s the New Jersey Lighthouse Challenge weekend, and I’m going to do it. Have you heard of it? It’s the third weekend of October, and it’s a self-guided driving tour of the land-based lighthouses in New Jersey. If you do the whole thing, you cover the Atlantic coast, the Delaware Bay coastline, and a bit of the Delaware River. There is so much history and unique architecture with great scenery on the drive. My parents and I used to do it every year.”

      Her bright gaze falters, her light dimming. It could be the screen resolution or a bad bit of Wi-Fi, but it isn’t. She misses her parents.

      She shakes it off, and her face lights up again.

      “Saturday morning, I’ll start at Sandy Hook and do the Atlantic coast lighthouses, ending at the Absecon Lighthouse in Atlantic City. Sunday, I’ll start over in Paulsboro and do the river and bay lighthouses and finish at Cape May, like we always did.”

      I swallow, my throat tight. I’m thrilled she’s going out and doing this. I never met her parents, but when she speaks of them, you can hear the love in her voice and see the sorrow in her expression. Looking at pictures, you can see how close they were. It’s not fair that they left her alone because of a drunk driver’s thoughtless actions.

      “Anyway,” she continues, “I’ll finish at the Cape May Lighthouse. Depending on the time, maybe I’ll go to Sunset Beach and search for Cape May diamonds. Since there’s no romance at the lighthouse in my future, I’ll get my own diamond.” She laughs.

      This is new. I love seeing her happy; that’s what I want for her. But she’s finally going on an adventure, and I’m not there to share it with her. She’s only ever talked about them in the abstract before. She’s never actually planned anything.

      What else is she planning? Is she going to go out, start dating? Is she going to find someone? Guys have been trying to get her attention for years, but she never notices. What if she notices now? I’m across the Atlantic from her. She won’t be thinking of me when she has someone right in front of her. Why is she changing now? Is she finally making the change I’ve been dreaming of?

      Daphne clears her throat, refocusing my attention.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      She rolls her eyes and sways a bit. Her “one drink” is starting to hit her. “How long are you in Prague?”

      I think about how to answer, my mind running through a few scenarios.

      “I’m not sure. Another week or two. Listen, Daph, I need to edit some pictures. I don’t know if I’ll be able to FaceTime more this week, but I’ll text you. Promise me you’ll do the lighthouse challenge. I know when it comes time to get in the car and go, you’ll make excuses to stay home. Promise me.”

      She gives a half smile. “Gee, a girl doesn’t leave her house for weeks at a time except to go to work, and people think she’s a hermit or something. I promise.”

      “Good. To hold you to it, take a selfie at each lighthouse and text it to me while you’re there.”

      “Really, Logan Morris? You need proof? Do you want me to hold up a newspaper too, to prove the date?” She sounds exasperated, but she wears a playful smirk.

      “Nah, a selfie will do the trick.” I wink. “Have a good…okay, not sucky…week at work. Drive safely and have fun next weekend. Remember—selfies and texts.”

      “Goodnight, Logan. Have fun, be safe, take pretty pictures.” She smiles, waves, and disconnects.

      My phone dings, signaling a text. I smile as I pick it up, expecting it to be Daphne with something she forgot to say.

      It’s not. It’s my cousin, Liam.

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: I saw your girl today.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Daphne?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: Do you have some other girl?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: No.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: Are you guys dating?

      

      

      

      

      

      How do I answer him? We aren’t dating, but my goal is to change that. Eventually. Maybe sooner than eventually if Daphne’s lighthouse adventure is a sign of bigger changes to come, a sign she’s ready. Finally.

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: Because if you aren’t, I’m going to ask her out.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: NO!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: No, you aren’t dating?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: WTF dude, leave her alone.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: Dude, if you don’t ask her out, I will. She’s too cute to be single.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Don’t make me kick your ass.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: I know you’re all shifter strong and shit, but you’d have to get your eagle self here to kick my ass. You aren’t doing anything from across the ocean.

      

      

      

      

      

      What. The. Hell? Other than Daphne, Liam is my best friend. Why is he doing this? He’s only a year older than I am, and we did everything together growing up. He works for the same company Daphne does, traveling around the country, scouting new locations for Morgan Outlet Centers and visiting existing centers making sure they’re running smoothly. I don’t know how he thinks he’s going to date Daphne when he’s not home much more than I am!

      I end our text conversation with the middle finger emoji and start Googling flights back home. While my relationship with Daphne started as a friendship, through the years, my feelings for her have deepened. I would love to pursue something with her, but I’m so firmly established in the friend zone, I’ve considered having my mail forwarded there. Part of the reason I travel so much is that it kills me to be close to Daphne and just be her friend. If I was close to her, I’d want more, and she hasn’t been ready for that. If she’d even want me that way. Maybe it’s all one-sided on my part.

      My eagle knows she’s the one for me. Sure, I’ve dated. I haven’t been a monk since I met her, but those shallow encounters haven’t dulled the knowledge that she’s the one I’m meant to share my life with.

      What if she doesn’t think I’m who she’s supposed to share her life with? Maybe she doesn’t want to marry a shifter. At least that would rule out Liam. He’s a cougar shifter, like my mom and brother. Like his dad and sister too. Sure, we’ll play the field some when we’re young and single shifters, but when we commit to a mate, it’s for life. I can’t have a fling with her—if we do this, it’s forever. Maybe she doesn’t consider me forever material? I guess I’m going to have to man up and find out.

      If she’s ready for an adventure, I’m going to be the one to give it to her.
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            FROM THE TEXTS OF LOGAN AND DAPHNE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Logan: Hey. Happy Wednesday. How’s work?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Same as always.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: I’m sorry. Anyway. Still doing your lighthouse thing this weekend?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Yeah. Still in Prague? When will you be home next?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: Still here. Figuring out what’s next. Not sure about home.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Hire me to be your virtual assistant. I could organize everything for you, that way you wouldn’t have to research and plan things. I could work from home.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: Or you could come with me, be my in-person assistant, and arrange everything to make my life easier.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: But then I wouldn’t be home. I’d have to wear clothes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: Don’t feel you have to on my account. I could do a series on nude beaches. I’m that good of a friend.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: WOW, the sacrifices you’ll make in the name of friendship. :winky face emoji:

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: For you, anything. So, are you naked now? :smiley face emoji:

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: What?! Don’t be gross, Logan.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: You started it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: I did not!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: You said you weren’t wearing any clothes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: No, I said I’d have to wear clothes since I wouldn’t be at home.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: Exactly. Since you ARE home, we can then surmise you are sans apparel.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne:…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: So, what are you wearing? :smiley face emoji:

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne:…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: Come on, send me a picture.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Lol, no!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: What????? I’m not asking for nudes (however, you’re welcome to send some anytime). Snap a picture how you are right now. I miss you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Logan: The puppy dog picture is for puppy dog eyes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Gee, really? I thought you were going to hump my leg. :eye roll emoji:

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: I’m up for that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Eww… Creep.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: I’m teasing, don’t be such a dud.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Five minutes pass.

      

      
        Logan: Daphne?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Five minutes more pass.

      

      
        Logan: Daph? C’mon. I’m sorry. I was teasing. Please talk to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: I know. I’m used to you being a perv. I wanted to take a picture.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: You took one? Show me!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Ta-da! :clown picture:

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: Ack! Creepy clown pictures are not cool. You owe me an actual picture.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Here you go. I showed you mine. Now show me yours.
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            LOGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I stare at Daphne’s picture. It’s a selfie showing her face and upper body. I can see the quilt her gran made her in the background, so she’s in her bedroom, sitting in that armchair she insisted I help her drag back to her apartment when we were in college. She was confident she could reupholster it and, after many trips to the fabric store and hours of forcing me to watch YouTube videos with her, she did it. She picked the dark green checked pattern I liked the most, saying the green reminded her of my eyes. She’s pulled her dark brown curls up in a clip atop her head, with a few escaping to caress the side of her neck. Long, dark lashes frame her sparkling brown eyes. Her lips. Man, her lips are full and tipped up in a sweet smile. Her lips are a bit sparkly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I like your lipstick.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Thanks. My friend Andie recommended it. It feels weird to have something on my lips.

      

      

      

      

      

      I imagine having my lips on her lips. Are they soft like they appear? Is that lipstick kiss-proof? How would it feel smeared across my mouth after kissing it off her? On other parts of me? I groan and start typing my reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Very nice. Make sure you wear it this weekend for your selfies at the lighthouses.

      

      

      

      

      

      She’s wearing a Hamilton University Rugby Club T-shirt. MY T-shirt. It’s ridiculous, but I’m jealous that the cotton is caressing the curves I long to touch.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You’re in another one of my shirts! You have a closet full of clothes and you keep stealing mine. I’m going to end up traveling topless!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Daphne: And I’ll get thank-you notes from ladies and guys the world over. This shirt is from school! You haven’t worn it in like seven years!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Because you’ve had it!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Whatever. The fact of the matter is, it won’t fit you. You’ve gotten all… muscly since then.

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, well, well. She’s noticed. About time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Daphne: I’ve shown you me, show me you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snap the pic and text it to Daphne. It’s late, so I’m already in bed. I get comfy on the soft, white sheets while I wait for a response that doesn’t come. I wake the next morning with my phone resting on my face and disappointment in my heart.
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            DAPHNE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wowsers,” I whisper. I’m surprised my phone didn’t spontaneously combust from Logan’s picture. Damn, he’s fine. He was texting from bed, and his chest was bare.

      “The man should never wear shirts. It would be a crime to cover something so glorious.” I steal his shirts as a public service, not because I miss him and can pretend he’s holding me while I sleep.

      Soooo many muscles. Is it physically possible he has a twelve-pack of abs? His muscles have muscles. Shifters are typically more muscular and agile than regular humans, and wow, his shifter genes are glorious things. No regular human would get so ripped taking pictures. I’ve never seen him in eagle form, but I’m sure he’s gorgeous when he’s shifted too. I know I’m not ugly, but I’m just normal. Why would someone so extraordinary want someone like me for anything other than friendship? Oh, that’s right—he doesn’t.

      White sheets pool around his waist. He has a light dusting of hair on his pecs, and his brown happy trail disappears below the sheet. I try to scroll to see more, but the picture stops right below the sheet’s edge. Darn.

      He has his left arm tucked behind his head and his right arm extended to hold his phone up to take the snap. He’s smiling, and his dark brown hair looks like a lover’s fingers tousled it. Does he have a lover? We never discuss that sort of thing. It’s not like we can swap stories. I have nothing to tell. The few dates I went on in high school and college were nothing serious. Nothing more than a couple of chaste kisses and sometimes not even that. I’m not sexy. I’m the girl next door. I’m the buddy. The pal. Whatever.

      Logan is sexy, though. I bet he has women hitting on him all the time. Does he take them up on it? What’s his type? Does he only go for shifter girls, or does he date humans too? He dated in college, but they were flings, not relationships. He wasn’t a man-whore, but I’m sure he wasn’t a monk either. He kept his extracurricular activities separate from our friendship.

      I love being his friend, but I wish he saw me as a woman. I always thought Logan was attractive, but as I got to know him better in college, I developed stronger feelings for him— feelings I never expressed. It would freak him out. He’d pull away. I’d be lost without his friendship. He’s my person. I would love the whole hearts and flowers experience, but if what we have now is all that I can have with him, I guess I’ll settle for it.

      But settling means I’ll never know what he’s like as a lover. I shift in my armchair, uncomfortable and, if I’m being honest, aroused. He’s probably strong and masterful in bed. But not too rough. I don’t want to stereotype him because he’s a shifter, but sue me. I’m curious. He’d know how to touch a woman to make her feel good. I imagine his hands on my body and shiver. I run my hands over my breasts, wishing they were Logan’s. My nipples harden. I’ve never had a man’s mouth on my breasts, felt the rasp of his tongue around my areola. A tongue anywhere. I want that. I want so much. With Logan.

      There’s a throb between my legs. It’s time to go to bed for some quality time with BOB, my battery-operated boyfriend. Hope I have batteries.
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            LOGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Daphne never responded to my picture. I hope I didn’t offend her with my teasing. She rarely gets offended by sexual innuendo and is often the first to make an innocent comment dirty with a “That’s what she said.” It’s one thing I love about her.

      I’m packing up my gear for my trip. I guess I’ll shoot her a text now since I’ll be out of touch soon.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Hey, got a minute?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Hi. Yeah, driving to work. Using voice to text so anything weird is the car’s fault. I’m not suddenly incontinent.

      

      

      

      

      

      Let’s assume she meant illiterate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I may be hard to reach for a couple days, so wanted to check in and wish you a wonderful time this weekend.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Where are you going?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Checking out things and doing a lot of editing. You know how I lose track of time.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Oh. Okay. When are you leaving Prague?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Soon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Where are you going Nexium?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Next? Not sure. Still figuring things out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: See, you need me. I’d have everything planned for you. You’d just have to show up. I can turn around and go home now and start planning.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Lol, you truly don’t want to go to work, do you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: Nope.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: So do something else.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daphne: I’m thinking about it.

      

      

      

      

      

      My brows lift. Daphne hates change, so for her to even be thinking about it is a big deal.

      
        
          
            
              
        Daphne: I’m pulling in. Now to go waste eight hours. I need a blow job. Have a good one.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Me too. Bye.

      

      

      

      

      

      Somewhere in my brain, I notice what I just wrote, but louder alarm bells are ringing out all over, and I’m trying not to panic.

      She’s ready for a change. Finally. And I’m not there. If she jumps when I’m not around, some other guy may catch her. Liam might catch her. And never let her go.
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            DAPHNE

          

        

      

    

    
      I glance at the text conversation we had while I walk in. Awesome. My car does autocorrect on crack too. Incontinent? Nexium? I need a blow job? New job! I need a new job!

      But his reply…Me too?! He needs a blow job?

      Or did he know I meant a new job, and he’s me too-ing that? Why would he want a new job? His job is incredible. He gets to go to so many places and have new experiences.

      “You could have them too, if you’d stop being a wuss and go with him,” I mutter to myself. Ugh. I need to get to my desk. I hope this isn’t a very Monday-like Friday.

      It is. It is the Monday-est Friday ever.

      “Damn it!” The scanner chews up the documents I need to email to a client who is bugging me for them. My coworker, Mallory, took the day off so my misery has no company. I open the doors, following the copier instructions on the screen, my frustration mounting as I go through each step.

      I slam the door after completing Step E when I hear a deep voice behind me. “Easy, Daph. What did this copy machine ever do to you?”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I see Liam, Logan’s cousin. “Hey, Liam, what are you doing here?”

      Putting his hands on my shoulders and easing me aside, he says, “Move out of the way, and let me help so you don’t assault the office equipment.” He sweet-talks the copier. I swear he tells it what a wonderful machine it is and how hard it works and he’s sorry it’s not appreciated. He calls it Gabrielle, no lie.

      “So, what are you doing here? I thought you were in Colorado or Arizona, checking out the outlets there. Are there hidden cameras I should pretend to not be aware of?”

      “No, no cameras. I’m not doing an ‘undercover boss’ type of thing.” He fiddles with a knob. “I’m not here to spy. I’m home for a couple of days and am taking care of some maintenance things in the office. No reason to call the management company when I can change lightbulbs myself. Your area needs a revamp.”

      Nodding enthusiastically, I plead, “Please tell me technology is getting an upgrade! What we have is functional, but I feel like down here is where the tech and furniture comes to die. It’s fine getting cast-offs from upstairs, but I would love to edit a pdf without using an electric typewriter and Wite-Out.”

      “Wow.” He laughs. “That’s old school!”

      “I know! It’s crazy.” I successfully run my document through the scanner. “Well, this was fun, but I have to send this.”

      He follows me and leans against Mallory’s desk. “Is Logan in town?”

      “He’s in Prague. I’m not sure where he’s going next.”

      “Are you two dating yet?”

      I sigh. I’m so tired of this question. “We’re friends.”

      He grins. “Do you have plans for this weekend?”

      A blush rises in my cheeks. Liam is a flirt. He was flirting with the copier five minutes ago! But it’s nice to have the attention. If I wasn’t so hung up on Logan, I could easily crush on Liam. My head says Liam is the safe choice. He’s here more than Logan. He doesn’t tie my emotions into knots like Logan does. Liam travels for his job too, but I don’t worry like I do when Logan is gone.

      But my heart belongs to Logan, and if anything happened between me and Liam, that would end any hope of romance with Logan—and possibly our friendship too.

      “I’m running errands,” I say too quickly, hoping to hide my embarrassment. “What about you?”

      “I’m going to the hockey game Saturday and meeting friends at Devil’s Den tonight. You want to come along? Either? Both?”

      “Nope, but thanks. And thank you for rescuing me from temperamental office equipment.”

      “Glad I was here to help. Seriously, call me if you want to hang out or if you ever give up on him.”

      Liam and Logan are close friends and cousins, but they’re competitive too. I’m not a prize to be won.

      “Are you around for the rest of the afternoon?” I ask.

      “Nope. I’m checking out a property in Atlantic City. I’m going to head out now. Take care.”

      After he leaves, I sit down to work on filing for the rest of the afternoon. That’s mindless. I need mindless.

      Ooh, bonus, I got tedious and frustrating too. Yay. Nothing makes a Friday more fun than playing 52 Card Pickup with the huge paper stack you had meticulously put in alphabetical order so you could get some much-needed filing done. We won’t mention the paper cut I got from the file jacket. I swear, my pinky needed a tourniquet to stop the bleeding.

      “Home sweet home,” I moan as I let myself into the house after work. Flopping onto the sofa, I decide I’m going to meld with it, become one with it. At least for the weekend. No reason to leave the house until work on Monday, right? The lighthouses aren’t going anywhere. They’ve been there over a hundred years already. No rush. I can do the challenge next year. Yeah, good plan.

      My phone signals a new text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Logan: You are not backing out of doing the challenge this weekend.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: What makes you think I was even considering it??

      

      

      

      

      

      I glance around to see if there are hidden cameras I’m not aware of. Maybe he’s psychic? I hope not. If he knew the thoughts I had the other night, I’d never be able to look him in the eye again. Not that his eyes were the parts of his anatomy my fantasies focused on.
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