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        Serena wants one thing. Dillon wants everything.

        Serena Colby has her life perfectly planned out. She grew up constantly moving, and is desperate for a permanent home that’s hers alone. Her career as a graphic artist is on the rise and everything is lining up just right. That is, until disruptive copywriter Dillon Hamilton comes blasting into her workplace and spins her personal life out of control. 

        Serena tries to draw boundaries, but gorgeous Dillon has in mind a much sexier script for their lives. He’s pulled towards Serena’s orbit. Serena struggles to remain unmoved by Dillon’s kinetic charm, even as they share a mutual passion, the Houston Rockets. 

        Though order-loving Serena shies away from Dillon’s messy complications, she can’t escape her fantasies. When Dillon’s determined pursuit leaves Serena breathless, it might just be ‘all systems go’ for ROCKET MAN.….
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      Dear Reader,

      I'm delighted to introduce you to Serena and Dillon and the world of the Roll of the Dice Series! Warning: Serena is not nearly as ready for the ways Dillon disrupts her life as you are to read about them.

      I hope you’ll sign up for my newsletter to access new releases and bonus content - including each new installment in the Roll of the Dice Series!  I love sharing my news almost as much as I love writing more smart, sizzling contemporary romance to share with you.

      Now blast off with Rocket Man, and let me know what you think about it!

      Happy Reading,

      Melanie
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        Always, to Robert.

        And because I promised her the first, also to Gladys.
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      It was 8:12 on a weekday morning, which meant that Serena Colby was negotiating with the finicky lock to her scummy-butt apartment’s front door.

      It also meant that she jumped a little at the unwelcome sound of Joey coming up behind her. And jumping a little meant Serena risked dropping either her keys or her mug of steaming Earl Grey. Drop the keys, and the drawing case dragging down her shoulder would follow, and she’d just finished the Mooney account mock-ups. Drop the mug, and she’d be reminded that no matter how much she loved its paprika-and-nutmeg swirl of color, that particular to-go cup had a loose lid, and Serena was wearing sandals.

      She dropped the keys, trusting her case’s integrity more than her mug’s. Catching the strap before her work hit the floor, Serena turned, tight-lipped, to face Joey.

      Other ex-boyfriends would have been polite enough to pick up her keys. Of course, other ex-boyfriends would also have been polite enough to remember that Serena left her apartment at 8:12 every morning, and would avoid their common hallway for the three minutes it took for her to get out to her car. Or at the very least, other ex-boyfriends would have been polite enough to wait until she was done locking her apartment door before approaching.

      One thing that was sure about Joey: he wasn’t like Serena’s other ex-boyfriends. Not that she’d been stuck living two doors down from other ex-boyfriends before, so maybe she was giving the others too much credit. She counted to six before speaking, since that was the number of weeks she had left before her lease was up. When she’d regained some patience, she greeted him. “Joey.”

      He was barefoot. Khakis and his work polo, but barefoot on the sticky hallway linoleum, just in case Serena thought it was coincidence that he was leaving for his store at the same time that Serena was headed out to Lanigan Printing and Advertising.

      “Hey, I was wondering if I could borrow some coffee.”

      “I don’t drink coffee.” Which should have been apparent after eight and a half months of dating.

      “But you have that instant stuff in your freezer.”

      “I threw that out.” On the first morning of January, actually, cursing herself for keeping it throughout December, just in case he came knocking. A long, fun, revelatory New Year’s Eve with her former college housemates had been the push she’d needed to get up the next morning and throw out Joey’s coffee, Joey’s toothbrush, and Joey’s Christmas present (she’d bought it the week before he broke up with her, which she did confess to the gals; she hadn’t admitted to wrapping it, prettily, post-breakup). In the weeks since, Serena’s early rising and Joey’s later working hours had kept the hallway encounters to a minimum. But every time they did meet, Serena ended up with a longer list of prohibitions about the next guy. Not younger than her. Not a coffee addict. Not afraid of cockroaches. Not laid back about being on time. Not a food mooch. Not obsessed with his stupid gaming. Not living in a scummy-butt apartment within steps of her own scummy-butt apartment.

      “Why’d you do that?”

      “Throw it out? Because I don’t drink coffee.”

      “You could have given it to me. The Brackenbridge kids were having some sort of tennis match all morning.”

      “It was a sword fight.” The Brackenbridge family lived in the apartment between theirs. The walls were thin. Cammie Brackenbridge had pointed out, early in Joey and Serena’s relationship, that the boys and Joey shared a bedroom wall. Serena had averted her eyes around the kids for a good long while. On the up side, Serena was petty and the boys hated waking up at seven for school. Each whining protest about missing shoes and bad-mood-induced loud game that floated on the air waves while she got ready for work delighted her, knowing that Joey was piling pillows on his head and grumbling into his mattress about it.

      “It was loud. And I ran out of coffee last week.”

      “Well, you’re up now. You should have time to go buy some before work.” Serena retrieved her keys and finessed the lock before shouldering her drawing case again. “Gotta go.”

      “Where’d you get it, though?” Joey was walking alongside her.

      “Get what?” She knew. But she liked irritating him. More proof of her pettiness.

      “The coffee.”

      “I threw it out.”

      “I mean where’d you get it to start with?”

      She’d told him, at least twice. Probably more. It was bad enough that she’d once spent a couple of hours online researching instant coffee brands, searching for something flavorful, fair trade, organic, and also available from a locally owned store somewhere in Houston. Never mind that it was at the same place where she got her olive oil and shampoo, and she might have just grabbed the coffee off their shelves without the research time. But she’d told him the whole story when he’d complimented the flavor. Joey had even gone to the co-op with her, back when they sometimes ran errands together.

      “Oh, just the grocery store. I think it was HEB.” The chain carried organic coffee; it wasn’t impossible that Joey would find the same stuff there.

      “Okay. Fine. I guess I have to go shopping.”

      “Bye, Joe.” He hated being called Joe. Serena took the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator. Sure, her case banged repeatedly against her thigh and a few drops of tea spilled out onto her hand, but the thud of the fire door slamming shut between her and her ex-boyfriend was more than worth it.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the Joey delay, Serena was at work early enough to grab a minute to herself. She spent it rearranging her poster frames. The first thing she’d done when she was hired by Lanigan was to install two rows of a deep crown molding along a couple of her office walls, which she used in place of an easel to display client mockups, past campaigns, and some of her own personal, more artistic work.

      Right at nine, Serena’s friend Janice came in and caught her repositioning the Mooney account frames.

      “You know, Toots, I’ll have those Mangoes and Moonshine posters for you tomorrow at two. You’re just going to want to move everything around again.” Janice was Lanigan’s Operations Manager. She knew the schedules for a million things at once, and how to deal when any of those million processes threatened her deadlines. If Janice promised a poster at two, Serena would have a poster at two.

      Serena laughed. “Yeah, I know. But Anica took my HouGreen mockups to give to Mr. Kenzi, and I can’t leave these poor walls with a big gaping hole showing, can I?”

      “Your walls aren’t sentient, Toots.”

      “Shh! They’ll hear you.”

      “They don’t really have ears, you know. I’m beginning to think you’re clinically disordered here. Or maybe it’s clinically ordered? Ducks don’t come in rows that straight. Some people let paper stack up in their in-boxes, or keep the ‘to be filed’ pile hidden behind the door.” Janice made a show of looking, but of course only found a white board outlining the quarter’s work flow. “Seriously. I dare you to just leave your walls the way they are until Monday.”

      As if she’d leave them a mess for four days. Janice was toying with her, but Serena could play right back. She knew Janice’s obsessions as well as Janice knew hers. “I dare you to only go to the gym once this weekend.”

      Janice cocked her head, considering. “Does Friday count?”

      “If it’s after five, it counts.”

      “No deal. I’d miss my kickboxing class.”

      “You have a sickness.”

      “Which I think was my point to you.” Janice sighed. “We need boyfriends.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Serena said, and turned to nudge one of her collages to the left an inch. “You’re addicted to exercise endorphins, so a nice physical outlet is just the ticket for you. As for me, there’s nothing wrong with making my environment nice. And besides, even if I could find anyone worth dating, I’d still keep my filing done.”

      Janice snorted. “I want to know which one of your thirteen evil stepparents beat you black, blue, and purple unless you folded your laundry on time. You have a deeply scarred psyche, my friend.”

      “There were only seven stepparents, and I never even lived with Number Seven. I mean, Zane. I promised Mom I’d stop calling him Number Seven. What’s your point?”

      “Want to go for Cuban food and talk about it?”

      “Is that a subtle way of making me go out dancing with you tonight?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Will you glare at me for the poor dietary choices I will definitely make?”

      “Not if you promise to shake your hips afterwards.”

      Serena grinned and tapped the last frame a tiny bit to fix the spacing. “You’re on.”

      Before Janice had even cleared the room, Anica called Serena in for an unexpected meeting, and told her to bring everything she was working on. Not always a good thing, being summoned by the boss, but Serena’s conscious was clear. And as it turned out, Anica had only slightly nerve-wracking news.

      “I need you to sit in on these interviews today for Margaret’s replacement.”

      Serena blinked. Margaret, one of the copy writers, was moving to Alabama rather suddenly, but Anica had always done the hiring on her own. “You want my help?”

      Anica stopped flipping through the paperwork Serena had handed over and glanced up. “It looks like these spots can go to Eddie as-is, and I’ll have Philip and Johnnie do some initial mock-ups of the gala brochure based on your notes. That should give you a few hours free to talk with the copy writers.”

      “Right,” Serena tried not to sound as nonplussed as she felt. It didn’t seem bad, exactly, but it was unexpected, and Anica was many things, but few of them were spontaneous.

      Anica smiled at her. “Relax. I’ve decided to groom you for more responsibility, and I thought you’d benefit by sitting in. It’s hardly a death sentence. Besides, you worked most closely with Margaret, so you’ll know the essentials we’re looking for in a replacement.”

      Well, then. Serena smiled back, hoping she looked at ease. She’d been eyeing the management tier; after almost four years at Lanigan she was eager to do more than strictly graphic design, but hadn’t yet formulated her plan for approaching Anica about it. Seems that first step had been taken without her realizing it. Trying to expel her nervous energy, Serena picked up the applicant’s folders. “Okay, then, thanks. Just these three? Can’t HR rustle up anyone else?”

      “Oh, Emily had several applicants. Of the ones she put through to me, these are my top choices. If this process goes well, next time we have to hire I’ll show you how I go through the applicants to decide who to talk to. Listen,” Anica took off her glasses and tossed them to the side, “I know everyone is used to Margaret, and the way she works, and maybe your team will resent the new guy a little....”

      “Or gal,” Serena added, reading the applicant names. “But if I’m one of the interviewers, I’ll stand up for him or her and smooth things over, yes, I get that. It’s not subtle.”

      “I never said it was.”

      Serena tried to get ahold of her mouth before it shot her in the foot. “No, no, of course not. It’s a solid plan. I’ll do what I can, but there is going to be some fallout. I’m not the only one who’s going to miss Margaret, or her efficiency. For the group’s sake, I can’t be seen as rising up solely on the back of her departure. So, how else will you be giving me more oversight?”

      Anica swept her hair back from her forehead and put her glasses back on. “You’re not so subtle yourself, Serena. But this isn’t a fast track, so don’t get too rebellious on me. For now, you will sit in on sales meetings between Eddie and me, and take over some of the direct communication with clients. Select clients. Lanigan wants to build a stronger base in the hospitality industry, and we think you can help with that. For now, these interviews. The first one’s in about thirty minutes—have a seat over there and look over the resumes and portfolios.”

      Moving to the small conference table Anica had indicated, Serena checked the time on her cell phone. There were two interviews before lunch. And while their talk with the first applicant took most of the hour between ten and eleven, the next guy was so monosyllabic and almost hostile that Serena and Anica both were happy to shut the door behind him a half-hour after he first walked in.

      “What was that? Misogyny?”

      Anica shook her head. “I do not know. What year is it again? Do they still make blatant chauvinists in this millennium? Let’s hope that Dillon has a little easier time with the idea of female bosses.”

      “Cheri was fine with us, at least.”

      “My only question with her is her experience. She has talent, but her resume just isn’t very deep.”

      “Okay. Dillon at one?”

      Anica nodded. “See you then.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      1:10 rolled around; Dillon Hamilton was late.

      Anica shot Serena a wry look and made noises about the file of other applicants, but before they could open it, Hamilton was announced. He propelled himself into the office, jacket flying behind him, and seemed anchored to the earth only via the messenger bag he wore over one shoulder. He was all apologies, kinetic charm and a tumble of dark hair.

      “What a disaster, I’m so sorry. Do you still have time for me? All my fault, inexcusable. But not typical.” He turned to Serena. “Sorry, I didn’t know I’d meet you, too, just Ms. Sands. Dillon Hamilton, hi.”

      “Serena Colby.” They shook, his long fingers wrapping around the back of her hand, enveloping it. His height when they were right up close was a little overwhelming, but he was lanky, only his broad shoulders filling up his otherwise flapping blazer. At her name, he grinned one of those lights-up-the-face grins. Charm. The guy had dangerous levels of charm.

      “Right, hi, Serena, nice. I saw your picture on the Lanigan site. You did their new logo, right?”

      Serena confirmed she had, and Dillon complimented her before turning his eyes (Serena hadn’t decided if they were cobalt or Egyptian blue) and his attention back to Anica. “I feel bad I kept you waiting. My references will tell you, I’m really prompt. Oh, you have my samples there, good. Let me show you a couple of other things. This is recent, similar to what Lanigan did for McMahan Foods, I think. Similar tone. I’ve just done some food writing, and I’m not sure my application materials show you enough of that.”

      They discussed his work, Lanigan’s history, Houston, and the industry.

      “Why are you looking to move from freelance to a permanent position?” Serena asked. Over the course of the day she’d gotten more comfortable with questioning the applicants, but something was tying her tongue a little with this one. She didn’t want to think that it was the fact that he was gorgeous, so she refused to think about it and kept her eyes on his resume and on Anica.

      “It’s what I always wanted. I moved to Houston to be near my sister, she’s having a baby soon, and they’re my only family. Anyway, I came here because she’s here, and I’m staying because she’s here. And I like it. I’m a huge Rockets fan. I’ve been searching for a permanent position since I got here, looking at different companies, and Lanigan is just perfect for me. The size and the team and the work you’ve all done. The location. It’s exactly what I hoped for.”

      His enthusiasm was sweet. And she’d never fault a fan of her hometown basketball team, since she was rather rabid about them herself. Serena remembered her own interview at Lanigan; she’d probably been about Dillon’s age, and was just as eager to be hired on. But she didn’t think she’d come across as open about it. Not that it was a bad thing. He was just so...so there. So tall and happy and that dark hair and those cobalt eyes and Serena was not inclined to gladness that she was so aware of his thereness. But he interviewed well, and they’d liked his work best of the three candidates. As Dillon packed up, Serena and Anica shared a relieved smile behind his back.

      “We should be making a decision in the next couple of days,” Anica said, returning to her desk. “Serena will show you out. Nice to meet you, Dillon.”

      “And you. I’ll look for your call.”

      They strolled to the lobby, chatting. Lanigan’s halls were lined with completed campaigns—not updated as frequently as Serena’s office walls, but still a strong recommendation for the work they did there. And it gave her a secret little smile that several of the pieces Dillon commented on had her graphics. At the front desk, he turned fully towards her. “Thanks, Serena. I can call you Serena? I know I said it, but I can start right away.”

      “That’s great.” Despite being fairly sure Dillon would be their hire, Serena didn’t want to give anything away. Plus she’d caught sight of Philip, their other writer, headed into Margaret’s office with a grim look on his face. Clearly the word of Margaret’s potential replacements and, with it, Serena’s semi-promotion, was spreading through the building. She was mentally running damage control, but Dillon still stood facing her, blue eyes unwavering.

      “I can ask you a question?”

      Serena nodded.

      “I don’t want to come on too hard. And I know it’s maybe stupid of me to mention this. But,” he ducked his head some, rubbing the back of his neck. “Can I call you?”

      “Well, sure. Like Anica said, we’re going to contact all the candidates by early next week, but if you want to just check in, that’s fine.”

      “No. I appreciate that, but...I mean, you, specifically. No matter what happens with the job decision, can I call you? For coffee or something?”

      “I don’t drink coffee.” What a stupid response. Serena sent a mental slap to her forehead, but this adorable puppy of a man was asking a maybe future boss on a date? What if Anica had been the one to walk him out, would he have asked her instead? Was this strategy, or just strange? And why did the idea of his offering Anica a coffee set Serena’s mind at disgruntled alert? “I like tea.”

      “Well, for tea then.”

      “Sorry. I mean, sorry, it’s not the coffee. I appreciate it, Dillon, but I don’t...it’s not....”

      “You’re with someone?” He shook his head. “Never mind. You said ‘no’ and I’ll let it go. I just didn’t want to wait until I started working with you and have to wonder how to fit my asking you out in with the job stuff. Or if I don’t get it, for you to think I’m trying to get a second chance. I mean, when I say it like that, it’s obvious the right answer is to not ask you out at all. Which is what you’re trying to say. I was right to start with and it was stupid to ask. Forget it all, please. What an impression I make. Show up late and won’t go away and incapable of biting back my words when I should.”

      “No. It’s fine. Nice of you to ask.” Unsettling, but nice. Serena was not looking to date. The post-Joey list of things to avoid was too long, and she had a promotion to chase, and Dillon was too young and too handsome and too likely to be her subordinate and too much a whirlwind and anyway, Serena was not looking.

      He took her hand in hers, squeezed. Serena resisted pulling away from the warmth of it. “I’ll leave now. Thanks for your time today. And when you choose someone else for this job, I’d still like to hear from you. If you want. I won’t pester you. Thanks, Serena. You’re really nice. And pretty. But mainly nice. I’m going, I promise. Bye.”

      And like that, he slung his messenger bag around his neck and strode away, shoulders set, not looking back.
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      Friday’s happy hour at Frijoles, where the Lanigan crew usually went, doubled as Margaret’s farewell party. They took over a couple of tables, and it didn’t escape Serena’s notice that Philip maneuvered so that they were sitting together. She prepared to be grilled. It was her own fault for avoiding Philip all day, even after Dillon had accepted Anica’s job offer.

      But Philip bored Serena half to death. He was a fine, even a clever writer, but dull. Same turkey club and bag of chips every day. Annually updated studio portraits of his family. Made a fuss if he ran out of medium point blue ballpoints. Serena never understood why someone so entrenched in his routines even wanted a creative job, but apparently, at some point, Philip had made that decision. And upon deciding something, Philip stuck with it, and was willing to expound on why. So she’d put off the obligatory gossip as long as she could, and as a result she was stuck in a corner with only a frozen margarita to hide behind while Philip tried to persuade her to recreate every line of Dillon’s resume.

      “Toots, leave her alone,” Janice interjected, finally. Janice called everyone but the company’s owner ‘Toots.’ “The poor woman’s given you all the details she can. Unless you want her to draw a picture of him, but you’ll meet him for yourself on Monday.”

      Serena stopped herself from saying that the set of markers she carried in her bag didn’t include the right shade of blue for Dillon’s eyes. And then she got distracted thinking about doing a pencil sketch, with a heavy line, and the only color the pop of his eyes. Purely as a creative exercise, not because she remembered how the blue glinted when he asked her out.

      Philip was not leaving her alone. “I only wanted to know if he’s worked on any annual reports before? It’s just that my team has been given more of them than yours, and Anica said she was going to redistribute them. But then Margaret’s husband was transferred and now I don’t know if Anica will stick to that.”

      “You’re really going to have to bring that up with her,” Serena said, shooting Janice yet another exasperated look. She should have just taken Dillon’s portfolio and dropped it on Philip’s desk.

      “A toast to Margaret!” Eddie burst in before Philip could think of any more questions. Not that Eddie was trying to spare Serena; he was just grandstanding as usual. Fantastic head of sales, Eddie was, but overwhelming in social groups. “Drink up, Margaret, this is the last good margarita you’re ever getting. Do they even have tequila in Birmingham?”

      “I’m pretty sure they do,” Margaret replied placidly, but she was smiling.

      “Well, just in case, let me buy another round.”

      “None for me, thanks,” Serena said, sliding back her chair. “I’m meeting my realtor first thing in the morning.”

      She gave Margaret a final hug, and avoiding Philip’s eye, Serena escaped.
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      Dillon showed up uninvited at his sister’s house Friday evening. It was typical of him, but also typical of Shannon and Justin to include him in whatever they had going on. This time, it was nursery arranging. Shannon and Justin’s long-anticipated first baby was due in mere weeks, and Shannon was finally feeling confident enough to set up his room.

      “Why is it so yellow? You know he’s a boy, you could do blue walls.”

      “Because I like yellow,” Shannon said, tossing a stuffed rabbit at him. “Put that on the shelf next to the changing table.”

      Nursery arranging took the form of Justin—and now Dillon—wandering around the room as directed, while Shannon sat in the rocking chair taking things out of the succession of storage bins the guys placed on the table beside her.

      “But I got him that spaceship mobile, and the glow-in-the-dark stars. Yellow walls don’t look like outer space.”

      “Wait, are you saying that if the baby was a girl you wouldn’t have given her space toys?”

      “No. Have daughters. I’ll give them cool sci-fi stuff, too. Paint all the kid rooms blue, is what I’m saying.”

      “Maybe my kids won’t be a sci-fi geeks, Uncle Dillon.”

      “Maybe your kids won’t be cool, you mean? Why don’t you want your kids to be cool?”

      “Justin, explain to my brother that his version of cool is skewed.”

      “Justin, explain to your wife that everyone knows that space is the final frontier of coolness.”

      “Justin, explain to my brother that even the sci-fi geeks no longer think Star Trek is cool.”

      Justin was about to break in, but Dillon had already upended a bin full of onesies and tiny socks over Shannon’s head, so he wisely took his usual course when the siblings started bickering, and retreated. Shannon was pelting Dillon with the rolled up socks, laughing, and Dillon was dodging them as well as he could, but also scooping them up and shooting them into the open dresser drawer.

      “You are such an idiot.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “I’m nine months pregnant. You can’t insult me or I’ll burst into tears.”

      “And what are you going to hide behind when my nephew shows up?”

      “Postpartum hormones.”

      “Come on, Shan, eventually that’s not going to work. You may as well let me insult you now. It makes me happy, and you know there’s nothing in the world you like more than making me happy.”

      “Idiot,” she replied, but didn’t deny it.

      Not that she could. They’d been through a hell of a lot, he and Shannon, since the night a decade before when a drunk driver ran their parents off the road. He’d been sixteen, Shannon twenty-one, in her third year of college, but fortunately for Dillon, still in LA. She’d rearranged her whole life so she could move back home with him, whereupon she made Dillon’s emotional equilibrium her life’s mission. Her very new boyfriend Justin had ended up at the house, too, as often as not, exhibiting his uncanny ability to solve every practical problem in their lives.

      Shannon had fallen in love with Justin for—well, for whatever reasons women fall for smart, decent, intuitive guys—but Dillon loved him because he’d kept the house from being silent, and kept their meddling Uncle Bob supplied with information without making Dillon talk. Plus he got Shannon stop asking Dillon how he was doing seven or ten times a day.

      “Dinner in fifteen minutes,” Justin said, stopping short in the nursery doorway to watch his very pregnant wife attempt to stack tiny refolded outfits on the shelf of her belly.

      “That gives you two just enough time to finish emptying those boxes,” Shannon said, beginning to rock forward in the chair.

      “Where are you going? Why do we have to keep working when you’re leaving?” Dillon asked, but he’d already taken the clothes from her and was helping Justin lift her.

      “I have a baby on my bladder and you don’t, that’s why. Don’t forget to put the empty boxes in the hall closet.”

      “We’re not idiots,” Dillon said, but Shannon only snorted as she slow-walked away.

      Once they’d served themselves lasagna and shooed the kitten out of the dining room, Justin turned his ‘I know you’ve got something on your mind’ look on Dillon. “Go on. What’s up?”

      “I’ve got news.”

      “You got the job,” Justin said, nodding.

      “You got it! Dillon, that’s super!”

      “Thank you, sis. That’s the kind of excitement I was looking for.” Dillon side-eyed his brother-in-law.

      “It’s not like we didn’t expect this.”

      “And what if I’d lost it, what then? Wouldn’t you feel bad for me?”

      “Nope. If you didn’t get it, it’d just because you fucked up the interview.”

      “Justin. Language,” Shannon said, rubbing her baby bump.

      “He can’t understand.”

      “He can hear your voice and your inflections,” she said.

      “Wait. Hold up. Are you seriously going to stop cursing when he isn’t even here yet?” Dillon asked his sister. “No fucking way I’m stopping cursing, you know that, right?”

      Justin said, “You want to be near my baby, you stop cursing.”

      “You just now said I fucked up the interview!”

      “So you did fuck up the interview. Thought so.”

      “I did not fuck it up.”

      “Stop saying ‘fuck,’” Shannon said.

      “Now the baby heard his mommy say fuck,” laughed Dillon, glad that Shannon was across the table, and therefore out of hitting range. He’d forgotten to fold his legs out of her way, though. “Ouch!”

      “Serves you right for making me say bad words. How exactly did you mess up your interview, anyway?”

      “I did not mess up my interview. I got the job, didn’t I?”

      “But?” asked Justin, who was way too perceptive.

      Dillon shoved more lasagna in his mouth, but then his plate was clean and Justin pushed the casserole out of his way so he couldn’t have seconds.

      “Aw, Dill, it’s okay. What happened? Are you okay?”

      She had to have done it deliberately. Shannon knew how much he hated when she asked him that. Dillon closed his eyes a second, sighing, but when he opened them, Shannon was just watching him. They had the same blue eyes—their father’s—and the same square jaw—their mother’s—and he could read her concerned love as well as if she’d shared every thought in her head.

      “Aw, Shan. It is okay,” he echoed back at her, lightening his tone. “I was ten minutes late, but they were cool about it. Anica and Serena, those are the ones who interviewed me. Anica’s my boss now. Well, starting on Monday.”

      “Ten minutes?” Justin was a banker, and had a knack for turning into a serious professional the second the suit jacket went on. Normally he didn’t burden Dillon with fatherly-seeming advice, but when it came to work, he had his standards, and readily passed them along.

      “It wasn’t my fault.”

      “Did you at least call to let them know?”

      “It was just a freight train. I didn’t think it would stop traffic that long.”

      “So you didn’t call?”

      Dillon reached for the lasagna. “I said I was sorry when I got there. Anica said it was fine. Serena, too, she walked me out and was really nice.”

      Justin shook his head, still clearly flabbergasted that Dillon would allow himself to be late to an interview. And sure, Dillon had felt like an idiot about it. More than an idiot. He’d covered okay, mostly. He’d gotten the job. Nothing else really mattered. Certainly not impulsively asking out the cute interviewer like some sort of impulse-asking idiot.

      “Who’s Serena, then?” Justin, naturally, picked up on everything. “If Anica’s the boss?”

      “She’s so cute.”

      “Dillon!” Shannon kicked him again.

      “Stop that.”

      “It’s only fair. The baby keeps kicking me.”

      “That doesn’t make it fair. Your feet are a lot bigger.”

      “Plus she’s wearing shoes,” Justin added.

      “Hey, whose side are you on?”

      “Yours, always.” Justin refilled Shannon’s water glass. “But I want to know about the cute girl.”

      “She’s not—she’s just someone at work. I mean, she’s a graphic designer, so I’ll be working with her, but not like she’s my boss. Anica’s my boss. I double-checked, after.”

      “After?”

      He stabbed a forkful of food. “After I asked her out.” And then he shoved the pasta in his mouth, so he couldn’t answer any of Shannon’s questions.

      Justin knew how to wait, though. He stretched across to the sideboard to snag the container of baklava Dillon had brought over, and he didn’t even look up until Shannon had stopped her barrage of words and Dillon had drained his beer.

      “You didn’t bring any chocolate ones?”

      Dillon shrugged. “They were out.”

      “Your sister’s going to have a baby. You bring her chocolate, idiot.”

      “Yeah. Idiot.”

      “They were out.”

      “And speaking of out. Why did you ask Serena out? Are you an idiot? Why did they even give you the job? Did she say yes?”

      Damn Justin and his calm and reasonable act. It’s not like his questions were any different from Shannon’s. It’s not like they were any different from the ones he’d been asking himself for the previous twenty-nine hours. But Justin had some sort of mojo that made it impossible for Dillon to be evasive.

      “Look, it’s no big deal. It just happened, okay? The interview was over, and she was walking me out, and I felt like I’d screwed up too much by being late—yeah, and not calling—so I figured I’d never get the job. And she’s really pretty. And I like her designs, I mean, the ones I’ve seen, and her hair smells nice and she was wearing this orange shirt. Remember how Mom always wore orange? I just liked it. And then, I don’t know, I just asked her out for coffee.”

      What he wouldn’t give for another beer, but he was driving back, and anyway, like cursing, drinking was something Shannon made them all cut back on because of the baby. As if his unborn nephew would care that Dillon had a second beer.

      “What’d she say?” Justin was nonchalant again.

      “She doesn’t drink coffee.” Dillon was scraping the label off his longneck, so he didn’t have to catch the knowing glances his family was undoubtedly sharing.

      “What are you going to do when you see her on Monday?”

      He shrugged. “Apologize? Pretend it never happened? I don’t know. Come on, stop hogging the pistachio ones.”

      “Should have brought me some chocolate ones then,” Shannon said, not releasing the baklava. “Idiot.”
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      The problem with house hunting was Natalie, Serena’s realtor. Actually, the problem was Becky, Serena’s mom. Or to be most precise, it was her mom’s attitude about her realtor.

      Natalie was one of Serena’s best friends; they’d lived together in college and been close ever since. She had also, for almost a year when they were twelve, been Serena’s stepsister. It was five years after her parents had divorced; her dad’s third marriage, and third stepchild.

      By then, Becky Lofthouse-Colby was on her own second marriage, and might have given Serena’s new stepsister a little slack. Alas, no. Rides from Dad and Elaine’s house to Mom and Erik’s house were a finely balanced trek on a ledge with ‘don’t admit to any fun or comfort’ on one side and ‘don’t give her reason to rant about Dad’s failures’ on the other, and the surest way to cross safely involved bitching about Natalie.

      Honestly, Serena wasn’t sure that Natalie ever did a thing wrong, back when they were stepsisters. She was a little clingy at times with Serena’s dad, but Serena was well over being Daddy’s Little Girl, so it didn’t bother her like it had when he’d let Alice’s demon spawn twins curl up on either side of him for story time, leaving her to stand behind him if she wanted to see the pictures.

      All that was over half Serena’s lifetime ago, but Becky was still snippy about Natalie. She’d been snippy when Serena and Natalie had reconnected in college, and remained snippy throughout the decade of their adult friendship. Serena’s impulse had been to keep Becky far away from her house hunting, but she’d gone and recommended Natalie to one of Becky’s current stepkids, and it had gotten back to Becky. So now, unless she could be very clever about the timing, Becky Lofthouse-Colby-Russo accompanied Serena whenever she and Natalie looked for Serena’s ideal home.

      “I don’t understand why you won’t even look outside the Loop,” Becky said, far from the first time. The Loop was a freeway that circled Houston’s downtown. Being outside it meant a more suburban and a more traffic-intensive lifestyle that made Serena shudder to imagine it.

      “You do, too. You just don’t believe I know what I want.”

      “We never lived inside the Loop.”

      “I did, with Dad and Tennessee.”

      “Tennessee,” her mom snorted. It hadn’t been a stretch at all for Serena to bitch about Tennessee.

      “And him and Fran, for that matter; before Fran had Jonas, he still lived in West U.” Between them over the years since their divorce, Serena’s parents had introduced her to seven stepparents, but Jonas was her only half-sibling, so Fran was the only stepparent she actively kept in touch with.

      “That wasn’t a house, it was a hovel.”

      “It was just small.”

      “Too small for kids.”

      “Too small for a baby, that’s why they moved. But it was fine for me. I liked it.”

      “Well, I didn’t. Every time I picked you up it took forty-five minutes just to get back on the freeway.”

      Serena laughed. “Well, your bad luck that as soon as I learned to drive, they moved. Let it go, Mom. I want to live in Montrose, and I’m going to live in Montrose, and Natalie said today’s houses are maybe perfect.”

      “Well, if you’re trusting to her judgment. She just wants her commission.”

      There was only so much laughing at her mom’s attitude Serena could handle, and it wasn’t good to hit the limit before they’d even set foot in a property.

      Serena liked the first place, even though Becky said its energies were blocked by the front door to driveway configuration. She didn’t quite like it enough to sign up for a lifetime of her mom’s mentioning the front door/driveway thing, but it appealed. The second place had residents who refused to let them in because they didn’t think their landlord gave them enough notice of the showing (only fourteen instead of their requested twenty-four hours).

      “Anyway, it looked like the whole place is carpeted. That’s terrible for your allergies, Serena. Imagine if they have cats, all those years of dander trapped in the fibers. You’d be sick every day.”

      “I could replace the carpets.”

      “And you want to start by incurring those kinds of expenses? You know, Ridley and Neera are making a point of looking for newer construction. There are so many pitfalls about older houses.”

      Ridley was Becky’s oldest stepkid. Serena didn’t really know any of the Three Rs (she’d been in college when Becky married Ridley, Regina, and Rufus Russo’s dad Zane), but she’d observed them growing up, going to college, and getting married via her mom’s Facebook feed. So many pictures of the happy family, Becky right in the middle of them all. Sometimes Zane even called Serena’s mom ‘Rebecca’ so he could include her in his list of ‘Beloved Rs.’ Zane liked to post status updates along the ‘one of the Beloved Rs baked my favorite muffins for breakfast! I am blessed!’ lines.

      Still, it might have been excessively petty of Serena to skip Ridley and Neera’s wedding reception. It was three days after the Joey break-up and she’d exaggerated a work crisis to get away. Allowing Becky to stickle-burr herself to house hunting was penance she had to pay, but Serena regretted making Natalie pay alongside her.

      Natalie kept on her calm collected professional face. “I’m so glad that Neera and Ridley are finding some good options. I think we’re really closing in on the perfect location for them. Good schools, too.”

      Becky was flustered. “Schools?”

      “I hope I didn’t let a cat out of the bag! Neera mentioned it was important to them, but that’s all I know. Probably she’s just looking to the future,” Natalie said, even offering a reassuring pat to Becky’s arm.

      Great. Just what Serena needed after all the ‘proud mama of the groom!’ photos: Ridley to have a kid who would decide forevermore what Becky’s grandmother name would be. They’d probably settle on ‘Beloved Granny R’ or something, and when Serena had children they’d be stuck with the same name.

      Two houses later (former duplex badly remodeled to single-family; roof with missing tiles and water-stained ceilings), Becky had to leave to meet Zane for their couples meditation class.

      “I’ll email you some of the places that were too small for Ridley; they might be just the ticket for you. It would be so nice if you moved out closer to them so we could all visit more easily.”

      “Bye, Mom.” Sometimes Serena was really really excellent at restraint.

      “Natalie,” Becky said, offering the briefest of handshakes.

      “Lovely to see you again, Becky.”

      Serena waited until Becky’s car was around the corner before giving in to the growl that had been building for hours.

      Nat was shaking her head. “I shouldn’t laugh. It’s terrible of me to laugh.”

      “Better to laugh than scream. My throat hurts now.”

      “Come on, she’s been worse.”

      “That’s no consolation.”

      “Remember when she first saw our apartment senior year?”

      “I’ve blocked that out.”

      “She tried to give you Regina’s old princess bed.”

      “Regina was fifteen! Why was there still a princess bed in their attic even?”

      “I know. Craigslist that shit already, right?”

      “Don’t give it to your twenty-one year old daughter, anyway.”

      “‘We’re making room for some of my stuff in Zane’s house,’” Natalie mimicked.

      “Like you didn’t snag the triple-mirror vanity table for yourself.”

      “I felt like the fanciest girl in all the land every time I sat there.” Natalie laughed, nudging Serena. “You were so jealous but you wouldn’t say anything in case it meant you appreciated Regina’s castoffs.”

      “Was not.”

      “Was too.”

      “Was not, shut up.” But Serena was grinning again, and finally leaned back against Natalie’s car with a sigh. “Okay, so do you have more for today, or are we done?”

      “Sorry, I’ve got another appointment, but I’ll send you some listings to look at tonight.”

      “No rush. Mom’s readily available for the next four days, so I may not look again until Thursday.”

      Natalie put on her mock-scolding voice. “Cynic. You’ll change your mind when you get home and Joey is haunting the hallway.”

      “Ha! I’ll have to text Cammie to send the boys out for an epic jousting match, that’ll scare him.”

      “Thank goodness they haven’t grown out of their knights and squires phase.”

      “I’m grateful every day.” And petty. Every day, petty. Serena really needed to rein that in. Sometime. Soon.
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      Over the rest of the weekend, Serena was twice forced into evasive maneuvers to keep from having to talk to Joey; it annoyed her even though one retreat had led her to a thrift shop where she’d found a box of nearly perfect tangerine Fiesta-ware serving pieces. They’d go perfectly with the spice-hued dishes she’d been collecting for years.

      And on Monday morning her landlady denied Serena’s proposed three-month extension of her lease.

      “You’d think she’d take any excuse to keep ignoring the broken bathroom door,” complained Serena. She’d run into Janice in the Lanigan parking lot, and was feeling free to vent expansively as they headed inside.

      “Did she explain why?”

      “Supposedly scummy-butt apartments are so desirable she’s turning people away. But she said I could renew for the full year with only a seven percent rent increase.”

      “Did you tell her to stick her seven percent where the sun don’t shine?”

      “No, I ignored her.”

      “Toots.”

      Her gut reaction had been a flat refusal, but she was scared to close that door. “Well, what if I can’t find a place to buy? It’s not that I don’t need out of that apartment. But I don’t want to rent anywhere at all. I’ve been saving and saving for so long and I swore to myself I’d own my own house when I was thirty.”

      “You’ve only been thirty for like a week, Toots.”

      “And if I sign a year lease, I’ll be thirty-one before I’m out of it.” The very thought of it was enough to curdle everything in her stomach. She couldn’t fail to get her house. She just couldn’t. “Nope. My only options are to buy something now, or hope she’ll change her mind. I could put up with Joey and the bugs and the door and all, if she’d give me a few more months to buy something.”

      Janice shook her head. “Or slacken up on the reins a little and admit there’s no law you have to buy now, and find someplace decent to rent for another year.”

      Janice was right. Serena knew she was right. But admitting it was such a reversal of all the plans she’d made. Practically her whole life, the roofs over Serena’s head had felt temporary. No matter if her dad moved her familiar old iron bed from house to house, no matter if her mom let her chose the paint color for every new bedroom, Serena knew that sooner or later, she’d be sleeping elsewhere. If not for custody reasons, then because one of her parents was divorcing or remarrying. Every new or newly-dead relationship meant someone was about to move, and that someone was usually Serena.

      So all through her twenties she’d put up with weirdo roommates and her landlady’s reluctance to schedule repairs and Joey down the hall and any number of inconveniences and indignities, with one goal and one goal only in mind: saving for that down payment. Serena wanted her own house. Her very own, all hers, no sharing, no negotiating, no noisy neighbors or desperately in love or desperately unhappy parents, none of that. And her twenties were over, so it was time. Serena was going to buy a house. Hell and high water could try in vain to stop her.

      “Hey, Serena, hold up,” Dillon said behind her. Serena actually bit her tongue when she realized she’d recognized the warm tenor voice before seeing who’d greeted her. The pain was meant as a sharp reprimand to her libido, but it just made her more aware of her skittery nerve endings.

      “Oh! Hey. Good morning. Ready to start?” He was wearing the same slate blue jacket and carrying a different messenger bag. The fast once-over he gave her had Serena happy she’d worn her favorite kicky orange patterned skirt with sleek black top and tights. Not for him. Just because it made her feel strong and vibrant and competent. If the new guy liked it, that was no skin off her nose.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” He hitched up his shoulder strap and turned to Janice. “Dillon Hamilton.”

      “Our new copy guy,” Serena added. “Janice is the operations guru. She knows everything.”

      “Including where to bury the bodies,” Janice agreed.

      “Got it. First rule of the new job: don’t make Janice mad.”

      “Oh, I like him. Good call,” Janice told Serena.

      They all moved into the waiting elevator, Dillon hanging a half step back until Janice and Serena preceded him. Serena absolutely did not sway her hips as she stepped forward. Not much, anyway.

      “You live far from here?” Janice asked.

      “Me?”

      “Yes, Toots, you. I know where Serena lives.”

      “Right. Sure. In the Heights. I bought my sister’s townhouse when they moved to the suburbs.”

      “Near Serena and Joey then.”

      “Joey?”

      “I don’t live with Joey,” Serena said, not that she ought to be clarifying. And not that Janice should be telling this guy she’d barely met where Serena lived.

      “Joey works here, too?” Dillon’s eyes weren’t quite as blue in the elevator’s dismal lighting, but that also could have been because of the satin chrome walls. Serena knew her own reflection in their surface was often duller than expected. Probably her skirt read almost as sienna, to Dillon. Not that it mattered.

      “No, we just live in the same building. But not for long.”

      “She’s looking for a house,” Janice said.

      “And since we’re sharing, Janice lives on the far side of downtown, and my dad is in Baytown and Miguel is in Garden Oaks and Emily from HR is probably way out in a suburb somewhere, but I’m not sure where,” Serena said, shooting Janice a look that even in the dim elevator light ought to be clear enough.

      “Miguel doesn’t live in Garden Oaks,” Janice told her, stepping into the well-lit reception area as if she’d never seen a chiding look in her life.

      “He doesn’t? Oh, Miguel’s the production manager, I’m sure you’ll meet him soon,” Serena explained to Dillon.

      “Nope. He was just staying there when his mom got sick. She’s better now so he’s back in Sixth Ward at his place.”

      “Aw. That’s sweet.”

      Janice rolled her eyes. “I’ll do you a favor, Toots, and never tell him you said that. Noon?”

      “Noon,” Serena confirmed as Janice took off towards her office. She turned to Dillon. “Do you know where Emily from HR’s office is?”

      “The suburbs?”

      She laughed. “Not quite. Come on, I’ll give you the grand tour on the way.”

      “Show me everything.”

      Had that been suggestive? Serena couldn’t decide. Possibly Dillon was a bit nervous, between his faux-pas after the interview and first day jitters. She decided to ignore it, instead detailing the members of her team and Philip’s as well. Anica usually separated them into two distinct groups, but they crossed over depending on what jobs were to hand.

      They moved down the main corridor, Serena pointing out various offices and keeping to herself any wayward thoughts. Like whether Dillon had been flirty with Janice, or if he just projected an extroverted kind of easy charm. She stopped at the lunchroom.

      “Did you bring anything to eat?”

      “A sandwich,” Dillon said, patting his messenger bag.

      “Well, there are plenty of places to grab something nearby, if you want. And a roach coach shows up outside the main dock at nine forty-five each morning, so you can always grab something from there.”

      “Does it have anything edible?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not terrible. Chips and candy bars and drinks, plus some heated things. Tacos, fries, burgers.”

      “Decent burgers?”

      “Nothing I would touch with a ten-foot anti-salmonella pole, but you’re welcome to try for yourself.”

      Leaning against the counter, Dillon nodded at the coffee pot. “I’ll be cautious. Is there a coffee fund or anything?”

      She showed him the cabinet of sugars and stir sticks. “All courtesy of Lanigan Printing and Advertising. I’m told it’s good enough—well, unless you’re very picky—and all you have to provide is your own mug. I have a couple here if you want to borrow for now.”

      “Thanks. You’re making this place more and more appealing by the moment.”

      “I live to serve. Lanigan, that is.” Serena was going to have to bite her tongue again. And Dillon really needed to stop with the blue-eyed smile. She tapped the chart taped inside the cabinet door. “If you’re going to drink the coffee, you have to go on the coffee list. They rotate weeks to keep the coffee maker clean and the pot full. If you screw up you have to do two weeks in a row. Do you want to just put your name in place of Margaret’s?”

      He shrugged. “May as well. Got a pen?” She handed him one and Dillon leaned over her to make the change. He smelled like coffee, and something fruit-based, too, maybe a citrus scent.

      “And while you’re taking over Margaret’s desk and coffee job, you may as well take over her fridge shelf, too,” Serena said, giving herself a little more personal space by moving to open the refrigerator door. “The stuff in here isn’t communal—nothing else is, really, other than coffee. Not to say you can’t borrow some of my milk until you bring in some of your own. Assuming you can handle my fat-free soy, that is. Some guys balk.”

      “I’m not just any guy.”

      Oh, dear. The charm again. She’d turned down his coffee date, so this had to be just harmless. But it would be fine with Serena if Dillon stopped flirting. Not that he wasn’t cute as all get out, but it wasn’t what she was looking for. Too young, too tall and charming, too much in her daily orbit. She’d fallen for all of that with Joey, and then when it had fallen apart she’d been stuck limping along in the relationship while they figured out how to end it and still deal with living two doors apart.

      She put on her professional, neutral smile. “So that’s the lunchroom. Any questions?”

      “These places nearby?”

      “I think Jay at the front desk keeps the take-out binder up to date, and he has a whole alert system set up for the fancy food trucks in the area.”

      “For all my gourmet roach coach needs.”

      “Some of them are pretty great, actually.”

      “Yeah?” He had eye-crinkles.

      “Yep. There’s a fusion burrito one that is freakishly tasty.”

      “Freakishly tasty. I don’t think anyone’s ever given me that recommendation before. Can I persuade you to let me take you there, if Jay can track it down?”

      Serena smoothed down her skirt. “Look, Dillon...It’s not that I don’t appreciate it.”

      “To celebrate my first day and all? You don’t want me to sit all alone with my dry old sandwich, do you?”

      “No, I know. I mean, I’m sure some of the others will be around.”

      “But not you?”

      “Janice and I always go for smoothies on Mondays.” It was true, too. Mostly.

      “Tomorrow then?”

      “Tuesday lunch basketball game down next to the dock.”

      “You play?”

      “As if.” Serena was barely five three. Janice was even shorter. “But we watch.”

      “Maybe I’ll join in. I was a decent power forward in my day.” A lot of his height was in his legs, Serena realized, and those broad shoulders would be an asset on defense.

      “In your day? You’re not exactly over the hill.”

      He shrugged and handed back the pen. “I had an, um, setback after my sophomore year in high school. I kinda quit the team after that. But I still love the game.”

      Serena stuffed the pen back in her bag. “Thanks. Well, I’m sure the guys would love to have you join them. You should ask Miguel about it, or Eddie.”

      “But not you, and no lunch with you, is what you’re saying?”

      He was blunt and persistent and it was possible he had dimples lurking, and Serena just really wanted the resolve to not be charmed.

      “Thanks but no, no lunch. I’ve got to get to work; is there anything else I can show you? Oh, first aid is over there, beside the door. And the microwave overcooks everything, be careful. But if you get burned, there’s aloe cream in there. Come on, I’ll show you the stairs down to the warehouse on the way to HR.”

      Once she’d deposited Dillon for safety training, Serena retreated to the ordered calm of her office, picking up the morning’s proof sheets with a distinctly relieved sigh.
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      Tuesday, right as Janice stopped by Serena’s office to walk with her down to the basketball game, Serena’s cell rang. “Hang on.”

      “Only because it’s still cold out,” Janice said. Once it warmed up some, several of the guys would play shirtless.

      “Are you sitting down?” Natalie asked over the phone.

      “Um, sure.”

      “Seriously, Serena sit down. No, never mind. Don’t sit. Get out the door. I’m texting you the address.”

      “What address?” She shrugged at Janice, mouthed Natalie’s name.

      “They barely even posted this house, and Carter’s the one who got the listing, so you know how much I love you that I’m even telling you about it, but get your ass over here now. Can you?”

      “Now?”

      “Now, yes, now. Cancel whatever boring meeting you have and get over here. I’ll meet you in ten minutes.”

      “Nat, you haven’t even sent me the listing.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I know you. Get over here.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m missing the basketball game for this, you know.” Raising her eyebrows, Serena pointed at the phone, then reached for her bag. Janice waved and headed off.

      “It’s a two bedroom bungalow built in the forties and renovated six years ago. Move your damn ass.”

      “Just listed?” Now Serena’s heart was pounding in time to the excitement in Natalie’s voice.

      “Twenty minutes ago, twenty-one now, and Carter is emailing everyone in the universe about it.”

      “I’m in the car.”

      “Liar.”

      “I’m in the stairwell, it’s the same thing. The forties?”

      “1944. All of the electrical is updated.”

      “Windows?”

      “I don’t know, I’ll be there in five minutes, but it’s got a trellis over the carport, covered with trumpet vine.”

      “Shit!” Serena would have skidded down three stairs if she hadn’t grabbed the rail. She had no time for a sprained ankle; Natalie was telling her about the furnace and insulation and there was a back patio. A patio!

      “Oh, hell, Serena. Hell and triple damn.”

      She stopped dead in front of her car. “What?”

      Natalie was grim. “Just hurry. Carter’s here already. Bastard. He’s walking some smiling young couple out, and the windows. Oh, Serena, hurry. It has a stained glass dormer window.”
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      “Jorge, old man, you’re out. Dillon’s my guy now,” Eddie said, slinging his sweaty arm up around Dillon’s sweaty shoulders.

      Eddie was the head of sales. Jorge was a photographer. Johnnie was the other graphic designer. Ida was from accounting. The last player from the office lunchtime basketball team was Philip, another writer. Philip had been benched to make room for Dillon, who was busy figuring everyone out, befriending his coworkers. There’d always been something about the literal teamwork of hoops that made it easier for Dillon to find his place in a crowd.

      It wasn’t a full game, given that they all had just an hour to change, play, clean up, eat, and get back to work, but two fifteen-minute halves were enough to get his blood pumping and to get Eddie into quite the lather. Not that Eddie hadn't been hustling. They'd all been hustling, trying to keep up with their opponents on the makeshift loading dock court.

      Apparently Dillon had helped them not be trounced as badly as normal by Miguel’s warehouse team, and it earned him a gold star in office politics. Even Philip claimed to be glad to have Dillon there, since Philip's knees gave him some sort of problems that Dillon only half-noted as Philip explicated them. Philip had cornered him a few times already, and it wasn’t all that charitable of Dillon, but he was looking to form bonds that he’d honestly enjoy, in this new job, in this relatively new town. And Philip was wearying, with his long stories and longer complaints.

      Dillon reached over to shake Jorge’s hand. The man was a quiet, but efficient, shooting guard, and it was obvious that he and Ida were practically telepathic as they dealt with the backcourt. “Did Ricky—that was Ricky, right?—did he trip you up too bad?”

      “Nah,” Jorge said, though he did reflexively rub his shin. “And Ricky’ll get his own back next week.”

      Dillon nodded. The office team retreated to a small clump of trees next to the dock while the warehouse team claimed winner’s rights to first use of the washroom. The day was January-cool, but Dillon was glad to sit in the shade and let his heart rate return to normal. This Tuesday game was an unexpected bonus of Lanigan; it had been a good while since he’d played with any regularity, but there were years when Dillon had spent more time on a court than anywhere else.

      Back then he’d been able to get through a half-hour of play without being quite so winded, but he’d get back in shape. Eddie, the sort-of captain, had welcomed Dillon with open (albeit sweaty) arms; Dillon would do what it took to keep up that goodwill and camaraderie.

      The game gave him a clearer in with his coworkers than the whirlwind of introductions over his first day and a half at Lanigan. Other than cursory hellos to several people, he’d pretty much been stuck at his desk, deciphering the somewhat-clear piles left by the outgoing Margaret. He’d communicated regularly with Anica, but only run into Serena in passing a couple of times. She hadn’t, despite her earlier claims, shown up to watch the basketball game. Her friend Janice was there, perched in the open back of a delivery truck angled so as to give her and other non-players sun-warmed court-side seats.

      He didn’t ask about Serena; he’d already been shot down for coffee and for lunch, and he wasn’t the idiot his sister and brother-in-law liked to suggest.

      But that didn’t mean he’d failed to note how her denim skirt had hugged her ass that morning. Her wardrobe, in the few days he’d known her, was barely on the office-casual side of hippie attire, which suited her colorful nature and flowing light brown hair.

      “Seriously, Jorge, why’re you moving like molasses when I need you to cut out Polk for me?” Eddie asked. One quick fact Dillon had picked up on about Eddie was that a lot of things were about Eddie. He could be funny, though.

      Jorge just shrugged and knocked back the last of his water. He’d ignored or downplayed every one of Eddie’s jibes without once defending himself. Now he stood and, patting Dillon once on the shoulder, headed to the showers. Slowly, almost pointedly slowly.

      Dillon snorted softly, but
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