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			For Kevin:

			In addition to the lifetime of things I need to thank you for,

			thank you for this book idea

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This book was never meant to be a book.

			Accidentally Amy began as a serial, as my way of trying to give newsletter subscribers something for being kind enough to allow me to drop into their inboxes. Every month(ish), I sent out a new chapter of Izzy and Blake’s rom-com. It was the most fun I’ve ever had writing because it was like a choose-your-own adventure (for me). When I sat down to write new sections, I had no idea where the characters were headed or what they were going to do; I simply snuck along on their shenanigans and enjoyed the ride.

			Once the serial concluded, I self-published the “manuscript” to make it available in book form for the subscribers who’d requested it. But, friend—it has nagged at me. I’ve always wanted to go back to those speedily drafted chapters and change up a few things, so when Berkley offered to publish it, I was OVERJOYED to finally have that chance!

			Please enjoy this updated version of my former serial, now with ten thousand(ish) new words, a different POV, new characters, no typos (hopefully), and a lot more Blake and Izzy.

			Happy reading!

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Izzy

			“Amy?”

			I sighed impatiently and watched as the barista yelled out the name (not mine), then set down the cup. I could see it was a large pumpkin spice latte, the same drink I’d ordered, and I found myself wildly jealous of Amy, whoever she might be.

			Because I wanted—no, needed—to get my drink and get the hell out of there.

			Please yell Izzy next. Please yell Izzy next.

			If I were a responsible adult, I would’ve seen the long line at Scooter’s Coffee and opted not to get a coffee that morning. But it was the first day of the pumpkin spice latte, so my annual vice refused to be denied, regardless of the fact that I was starting a new job in T minus thirty minutes.

			Yes, I was taking quite the moronic risk.

			My new employer, Ellis Enterprises, was a big tech company with a reputation for being environmentally conscious and employee-friendly. They had workout facilities, a childcare center, a free cafeteria, and a 4:00 p.m. daily happy hour; Ellis was renowned for being a great place to work.

			Which meant that I was definitely going to punch myself in the face if my lack of self-discipline made me late on the very first day.

			“Amy?” The barista said it again, and I looked around the busy coffee shop. There was a group of women at a big table on the other side of the café, all dressed in athletic clothes and looking like barre fitness models; perhaps one of them was Amy.

			I felt like Amy was quickly becoming my nemesis.

			Come get your coffee, Amy, you lucky son of a bitch.

			I glanced down at my watch and stifled a groan. Shit, shit, shit. If they didn’t call my name in the next three minutes—and they probably wouldn’t, because there were a lot of empty cups sitting in front of the espresso machine—I was going to have to kiss that overpriced drink goodbye and abort the mission.

			“Amy!” The barista said it again, sounding agitated this time, and before I had time to think, I heard myself mutter—

			“I’m Amy.”

			And…I reached out and grabbed the cup.

			I knew it was wrong, I really did, but I needed to go and I needed that drink and I’d already paid, so it wasn’t really stealing, right? And obviously Amy was in no hurry whatsoever. She’d probably changed her mind and had already left the building. Surely that was a possibility.

			Right?

			I put my palm over the name Amy, closed my fingers around the cup, and turned, ready to sprint out of the shop before some Scooter’s security officer tackled me to the ground for my egregious latte thievery, or Amy herself appeared before me.

			But then I rammed right into a wall.

			“Gah!” Oh, my God. It wasn’t a wall at all, but a rock-hard chest, encased in a starched white dress shirt and a charcoal tie. I stared in horror as my cup crushed on impact, the lid popped off, and hot pumpkin coffee splurted all over the chest. “I’m so sorry!”

			I looked up and—whoa.

			You know how in movies everything can freeze when a character sees the Big Thing? Well, that was happening to me as I made eye contact with Mr. Chest. He was looking down at me with dark eyes, really intense dark eyes that weren’t so much brown as they were the richest shade of burnt amber. His eyebrows were black, his hair was black, his perfectly maintained scruff was black, and even his suit was black, which all worked together to form some sort of contrasting frame for his face’s gorgeous bone structure and perfectly shaped mouth.

			He was like Roy Kent’s taller American brother or something, and I didn’t think I was physically capable of closing my mouth at that moment.

			Until I felt the hot coffee seeping into my own shirt.

			That made the moment unfreeze itself. I muttered another charming, “Gahhhh,” tossed my crumpled cup (RIP latte) into the trash can, and grabbed a stack of napkins from the end of the counter.

			“I can’t believe I ran right into you,” I babbled, rubbing the clump of napkins over his shirt with one hand while I dabbed at my own (thank God it was black) with the other. I was kind of mashing the napkins against the man’s chest, patting and dabbing and trying to do anything to make the huge splotch of coffee disappear. “One minute I was grabbing my drink, the next I was ramming your chest with boiling latte. I’m not even sure—”

			“It’s fine.” His voice was dark, too, rich and baritone and a little bit raspy. I glanced up, and he was giving me a half smile, like he was entertained by the impromptu pectoral rubdown, and something about that look hit me square in the gut. He said, “I hated this shirt anyway.”

			I dropped my hands and said, “I did, too, but I didn’t know how to tell you. Hence the pumpkin spice latte.”

			He gave a little laugh. “Subtle, but effective.”

			I set the napkins on the bar top beside us and bit down on my lower lip to stop myself from grinning. Because I should feel bad about scalding the man, right? Smiling is not the appropriate reaction here, correct? I cleared my throat and said, “I really am sorry. I’d be happy to get it dry-cleaned for you or something…? A better person would offer to replace it, but I have a feeling it’s out of my price range.”

			He did the half-bark, half-laugh sound again that I could feel in my toes, and he said, “What makes you say that?”

			“It’s soaking wet and I still can’t see through it. That has to mean it’s quality.”

			“Were you trying to?” he asked.

			“What—see through your shirt?”

			He gave a nod.

			I shrugged. “I wasn’t trying, per se, but I am a curious girl. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t checking for a third nipple.”

			He didn’t say anything for a minute, still sort of smiling but now with a tiny wrinkle between his brows, and I knew my cheeks were turning red. Did you really just say third nipple, you dumbass? Sometimes I wondered why it was so difficult for me to just keep my mouth shut.

			He cleared his throat and said, “I promise there isn’t one, not that there’s anything wrong with having three.”

			I did grin then. “I mean, the more the merrier, right?”

			His mouth split into a slow, wide smile that was oddly powerful. It was almost like I felt it pass over me, like hot summer sun warming cool skin. “Are we sure that applies here?”

			“Definitely not, but I couldn’t let a moment pass without speaking,” I said.

			“I can see that about you.”

			“Hey,” I said with a dose of fake offense, “just because I scalded your chest doesn’t mean you can insult me.”

			“I feel like it actually does mean that.”

			“Fair.” I nodded in agreement and said, “I’ll even give you one more. Go.”

			“This seems like a trap.”

			“Do it,” I said, crossing my arms and wondering if he felt it, too, this delicious bit of chemistry. “Go. Slam me, bro.”

			His eyes crinkled at the edges when he looked at me, like he was amused by the fact that someone would dare to call him bro, and he said, “Fine. I’m shocked you can see out of those glasses—they’re very dirty.”

			“Oh, my God,” I said around a laugh, “you actually insulted me.”

			“You told me to,” he said, then he gestured with his hand—very big, not that I noticed—for me to give him my glasses.

			“No.” I knew my eyebrows were all screwed together as I shook my head. “No. Seriously?”

			“Come on.”

			“Okay,” I relented, laughing at the ridiculousness as I removed my glasses and handed them to the guy. “Here you go.”

			He reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket—very nice suit, by the way—and pulled out a microfiber cloth. He looked down at my glasses (which were always dirty) as he buffed the lenses, and I wondered what in God’s name was actually happening.

			Was this GQ model seriously cleaning the filth off my spectacles? I said, “They’re usually not—”

			“Yes, I think they probably are,” he teased, without looking up.

			“Yeah, they usually are,” I agreed as he handed them back. I slid them up the bridge of my nose, tilted my head, and said, “Oh, wow, you’re a man.”

			For a split second he blessed me with a grin that acknowledged my stupid joke, but then…then. The grin was gone, and all that was left behind was this wildly potent, one-hundred-proof, undiluted expression of interest as he gave me full-on eye contact. With a jaw flex. The moment held, and I felt like I was being physically pulled closer to the guy. The entire world went quiet as an invisible string tugged me toward him.

			“Blake!”

			Both our heads whipped toward the barista, and I might’ve audibly gasped at the interruption, but I couldn’t be sure.

			“Um, that’s me,” he said, his eyes narrowing on me for a split second—like he was thinking something about me—before he pointed and leaned forward to reach around me for his cup. The faint smell of cologne hit me as he grabbed his coffee, a subtle scent that was crisp and somehow woodsy, and I had the inexplicable urge to nuzzle his throat.

			Get it together, dipshit. Be cool.

			He leaned down so I could hear him over the noise of the crowded coffee shop, and his deep voice found my ear with, “Do you want to grab a table—”

			“Oh, no—what time is it?” The word table jolted me into real life and damn it, I was screwing up. Damn it, damn it, damn it. He might’ve said the time, I don’t know, but I was too busy pulling my phone out of my pocket to hear him. I looked at the display, panic surging through me, and I muttered, “Oh, my God, I’m late, I have to go.”

			He was still watching me with that look on his face as I fished my keys out of my pocket, and I knew I needed to say something before sprinting to my car like a lunatic.

			“I come here every morning around seven forty-five, so if you want to be reimbursed for the dry cleaning or say hello and eat a cake bite or, um, anything else,” I rambled, “I’ll be here tomorrow.”

			“Okay—”

			“Gotta run—nice meeting you!” I bolted for the exit, literally jogging around tables in my three-inch patent leather pumps. And as I pulled open the door, I heard that butterfly-inducing voice say from behind me—

			“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, then, Amy.”

			Amy?

			Oh, no.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Izzy

			I hitched the tote bag over my shoulder and headed for the elevators, feeling downright giddy over the way my first day was going so far. I’d spent all morning with my team, shadowing the HR generalist whose position I was filling, and it’d been—no joke—fun.

			Seriously.

			Everyone in the department seemed to get along, the work appeared to be challenging but not too stressful, and I actually had an (incredibly small) office with my name on the door.

			And yes, I had already taken multiple photos.

			In addition to that little nugget of fantasticality, Incite Fitness—the city’s hottest health club—was located on the twelfth floor of the building next door, and Ellis employees were able to use it for free. For. Free. So I’d just run three miles on the treadmill, showered, and brushed my teeth, which left me more than ready for part two of my amazing day.

			As I walked down the hall, the elevator doors started to close.

			“Wait!” I yelled, just in case someone was listening and wanted to be nice. I expected nothing, so when a hand reached out and stopped the doors, I very nearly squealed with delight.

			Could the day get any better?

			“Thank you,” I sang as I ran over and hopped into the elevator.

			“No problem,” the person inside said. “What fl—”

			“Oh. My. God.” I stared at the guy and couldn’t believe my eyes. It was Mr. Chest from Scooter’s. In my elevator. I think my mouth was once again hanging open in his presence as I breathlessly managed to form the words “It’s you.”

			He was still wearing his fancy suit, but the tips of his hair were wet, like he’d just showered, and I could smell his soap. He looked just as surprised to see me as I was to see him, but then his mouth turned up into one of those toe-curling, genuinely happy smiles that always bumped an exceptionally handsome man right up to a work of art. He said in that ridiculously deep voice, “Talk about your small world.”

			The elevator doors slid closed, and he gestured with his thumb to the floor buttons.

			“Oh. Yeah. Lobby, please,” I said, even though I was so shocked I could barely remember how to language. All morning, I’d been forcing myself not to think about Mr. Chest, because not only did I need to focus on the new job, but also there was no way in hell a Scooter’s meet-cute would ever pan out into something real.

			But now, here he was.

			Dun-dun-duuuun.

			“So, um,” he said. “Do you work around here, or do you belong to this gym?”

			“I was working out because—” I started, but then he nodded and cut me off.

			“Okay, I don’t normally do this sort of thing, but someone’s going to get on this elevator any minute now, so I have to talk fast.”

			His expression was purposeful and intense, but his mouth was relaxed, like he was enjoying our encounter. I watched the numbers light up on the display over the doors as we descended.

			Eleven, ten, nine…

			Please don’t stop, please don’t stop.

			“I know we’re strangers,” he said, his eyes so focused on me that I fought the urge to fix my hair or fidget with my lip gloss. “But—”

			Eight, seven, six…

			Talk faster before someone gets on!

			“I can’t stop thinking about—”

			Five, four, three…

			I reached out and hit the emergency button behind him.

			The elevator car jolted to a halt, which made Mr. Chest stop talking as I stumbled closer to him. Did I really just do that? I watched his eyes narrow a fraction, and a wrinkle appeared between his brows.

			“No, no—I’m not stopping for creepy reasons,” I said quickly, shaking my head and putting up my hands. “This isn’t a bunny-boiling, Silence of the Lambs situation, where I’m trying to have my way with you in an elevator or something. It’s just that I—”

			“Fatal Attraction,” he interrupted.

			“What?”

			“The bunny boiling was in Fatal Attraction,” he repeated, and the wrinkle of concern disappeared as his mouth twitched.

			“Oh, right,” I agreed with a nod. “Well, this isn’t that situation, either. I just really want to hear what you have to say without reaching the ground floor first. That’s all this little stoppage is about, I promise.”

			“What I have to say…” He stepped a little closer, but not in an intimidating way. It was more…intimate. It reminded me of the way Darcy said, Mr. Wickham? and stepped closer to Elizabeth during his rain proposal in the hand-flex version of Pride and Prejudice. I kind of wondered if I was going to faint dead away for the first time in my life as he put his hands in the pockets of his suit pants and said, “Is— I have meetings all afternoon, but can I please call you later?”

			Yes, yes, a thousand times yes.

			“On the telephone?” I said. “Like a psycho?”

			“Well, I’m shit with emojis,” he said, looking half-serious and a little boyish.

			“Send a lot of accidental eggplants?”

			“No,” he said with a laugh.

			“Use the same tired cry-laughing smiley for everything, like a total wank?”

			“Is that a wank thing to do?”

			“Absolutely, it is.”

			“Well, then, um, yes.” His eyes were on mine as he said, “But honestly, all wankiness aside—”

			“Wankitude,” I corrected. “Or is it wankery? Wanktasticality?”

			“Wankiness,” he repeated, shutting down my babbles. “All wankiness aside, I rather like hearing the voice of the person I’m talking to.”

			I felt like I needed garlic or some type of dagger I could plunge into Mr. Chest’s chest as protection, because statements like that were a straight-up assault on my ovaries. He rather liked hearing the person’s voice?

			Just take my heart now, you gorgeous wanker.

			“I’ll give you my number,” I said, trying not to seem too eager. “But I make no promises on the whole phone call thing. I fear I may start mashing the numerical keypad and shouting emoji names at random out of confusion.”

			“Eggplant, eggplant?” he said with an absolute straight face.

			“Our conversation will have to take a pretty wild turn for that to be my emoji-shout of choice, but you never know.” I looked down at his shirt. “Do you have a closet full of fresh shirts at your office, or did you have to go home after I drizzled your Calvin Klein?”

			“I ran home.”

			I still felt bad about that. “Please tell me you live close to Scooter’s.”

			“You seem pretty interested in my personal information,” he said, his eyes getting a teasing glint that made me want to ruffle his hair. “You sure you’re not a bunny boiler?”

			I tilted my head and wondered if he had pets. “Do you have a bunny?”

			An eyebrow went up. “Why do you want to know?”

			“I’m fascinated by the pets people keep,” I admitted, my eyes wandering all over his face. “And if you told me you had a bunny, I think I’d find you to be the most interesting man in this elevator.”

			He smiled a little more, and his dimples popped.

			Fucking dimples.

			I’m going to need that dagger stat.

			He said, “Words cannot express how much I regret to inform you that I am not one in possession of a rabbit.”

			I bit down on my lower lip to hold in the laugh, worried my interest in him was as subtle as a neon Times Square billboard. “It is tragic, but perhaps you might consider adopting one…?”

			He leaned a little closer, and just like that, there was white-hot electricity in the elevator. Our faces were close, and I was very aware all of a sudden that we were alone in a stopped elevator car. My oxygen was now his freshly showered scent, and I wanted to breathe it in until I hyperventilated. His voice was quieter and seemed a bit huskier when he said, “If I didn’t already have a cat, I’d be begging you to go with me to the shelter and pick out a bunny this very minute.”

			“You have…a cat?” I asked in a near whisper, defeated with the realization that even a dagger through the heart couldn’t protect me if Mr. Chest was a cat guy.

			“I have two,” he said, and then he grinned.

			A dirty grin.

			He knew. Somehow he knew he was killing me and my lady parts with his feline affiliations.

			“You’re the worst,” I said, no longer able to hold in the smile.

			“I’m gonna need that number,” he replied, pulling out his phone. “Stat.”

			“Well, stat is very serious business.” I’d barely gotten out all ten of my digits when the call button in the elevator car started ringing.

			“We should probably turn this thing back on before the authorities arrive,” he said, his jaw clenching and unclenching in a way that made me want to watch for hours.

			“Yeah,” I agreed, taking a step away from him and touching my lips. “I don’t want to have to answer that call.”

			“Afraid of panicking and screaming, evil smile?” he asked as he depressed the emergency stop button.

			“Among other things, yes.” The elevator car lurched and started moving, and as I watched the number display start counting down again, I wondered what he’d do if I reached around him and pressed it yet again.

			I mean, I would never, but it was definitely a tempting fantasy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Blake

			I hit send on an email and glanced at my watch for the tenth time that hour. It was five fifteen, I’d just finished my last meeting, and I still needed to wrap up a few things before I could take off for the night. I usually worked later than this, because I accomplished a great deal more when I was the only one in the office, but I hadn’t been able to focus since running into the Scooter’s girl in the elevator during lunch.

			What were the odds?

			The last thing in the world that I was looking for was a relationship, even a casual one. Skye and I called off our engagement months ago, yet the residual ick had me determined to stay single for a long-ass time.

			Forever sounded pretty fucking awesome to me at that point.

			But there was just something about the Scooter’s girl. Amy. After so much dishonesty with Skye, so many little white lies that piled up as teasers to her Big-Ass Lie, it was refreshing to be around someone who seemed so open. I’d only met her for a total of five minutes, so technically I didn’t know dick about her, but compared to my just-let-me-explain former fiancée, she felt…real.

			I hated small talk—and most people—in general, yet talking to her had been fun. After we’d gone our separate ways in front of the Incite building, I’d sent her a quick text, just so she had my number.

			
				Testing 1-2-3.

			

			She’d responded immediately. NOW who’s the bunny boiler? I JUST left the building and you’re already texting. Obsessed much, Joe Goldberg?

			I’d stopped walking to send: Did I mention that one of my cats is blind?

			Because the look that had crossed her face in the elevator when I said I had a cat was fucking golden.

			She replied, You are a menace, Mr. Chest, and I should probably block you for that sort of filth. Also, on a random side note, when you call tonight, make sure you have the kitties nearby so I can hear their little meows.

			Damn it if I wasn’t really looking forward to calling her.

			Fucking lunacy, that.

			“Knock, knock.”

			I looked up and Pam Carson, the HR manager, was leaning into my office.

			“Hey, Pam,” I said, giving her a smile even though all I wanted was for her to go away.

			“Hey.” She smiled back and said, “Listen, Isabella Shay, our new generalist, started today, and I just wanted to introduce you before she goes home. If you have a second.”

			“Sure,” I said, even though I had no interest in meeting her new employee.

			It wasn’t that I was uncaring, but Pam—and the entire HR department—ran like a well-oiled machine. Technically, on the org chart, they were part of my team, but unless something unusual was going on, the HR director handled everything and I had very little contact with the group.

			Except when Pam showed up at my door every few months to introduce me to a new hire.

			“Isabella, this is Blake Phillips.”

			Pam stepped sideways in the doorway, and a brunette smiled and raised her hand in a casual wave. I opened my mouth to say, Nice to meet you, but the girl standing just outside my office looked exactly like—no, holy shit, it was—Scooter’s Amy.

			What in the actual hell?

			Izzy

			“You have got to be kidding.” I knew I was beaming like a toddler looking at an ice-cream cone, but what else could I do except grin? Fate was literally throwing this man at me. This big, gorgeous, charming man. I said, “You again?”

			“This is getting ridiculous.” Mr. Chest looked super important, sitting behind the huge desk in the huge office. He was smiling at me, but that wrinkle was back between his eyebrows.

			“Do you two know each other?” Pam asked, swinging her gaze back and forth between us like nothing had ever been more interesting.

			“I spilled coffee all over this guy at Scooter’s this morning.” And also gave him my number. “It’s a shockingly small world.”

			Mr. Chest leaned back a little in his chair and crossed his arms, looking every inch the executive. A very expensive-looking watch peeked out from under his right cuff, and I think I was distracted by it because I didn’t quite get it when he said, “Pam called you Isabella.”

			“Yes…?” Is it an actual Rolex?

			“So I thought you said your name was Amy.”

			“Oh.” Oh, noooo. I’d been so locked in on the prettiness of his face and the shine of his watch that I’d forgotten all about the stolen coffee. My face was instantly hot as I stammered, “Oh, uh, yeah. Um.”

			He asked, “Is Amy your middle name?”

			I suddenly felt like I was on trial. He looked like a stern prosecutor—hot thought to be revisited later—and Pam was like a juror, quietly watching the cross-examination. I opened my mouth and was about to snatch up his middle name excuse like the liar I’d apparently become, when Pam said, “No, her middle name is Clarence. Right, Izzy? Isn’t that what you told me when you filled out the I-9 form?”

			God, why? Why did I ramble nervously to my new boss about my stupid middle name?

			Pam laughed and said to Blake, “I think she said it was her grandfather’s name. Isabella Clarence—can you imagine?”

			I rubbed my lips together for a second—shit, shit, shit—before confessing, “Amy isn’t actually my name at all. It’s, uh, kind of a funny story.”

			Blake’s head tilted just the tiniest bit.

			I said, “Let me explain.”

			Pam kept smiling, looking at me like she was waiting for a hilarious tale, but Blake was doing that jaw-clench thing and absolutely not smiling anymore.

			He kind of looked pissed.

			He kind of looked like the twin brother of the charming man I’d flirted with in the elevator. He was now Bloke, Hot Blake’s grumpy twin brother.

			“Okay, so, I was running a little behind and didn’t want to be late for my first day at Ellis. I paid for my drink, but the line was super long. Like, so long that I was going to have to bail before I even got my coffee, right?”

			Pam was still into it, listening in amused anticipation, but Blake just looked impatient, like he wanted me to shut the hell up.

			Hard same, Bloke.

			I looked down at my feet and just let the admission fly. “So after they called for Amy three times and no one came for the drink, I, um, I might’ve said that I was Amy.”

			“You did not,” Pam said, full on laughing.

			I tried giving Blake an adorably playful smile. “It didn’t pay off, though, because I ended up spilling the drink all over Blake here.”

			“Um.” He cleared his throat, clearly unmoved by my attempt at adorability. “Are you saying that you took someone else’s drink?”

			That reminded me of the you took someone’s reservation? bit in the movie Date Night, but I needed to keep that thought to myself and focus on the task at hand.

			The task that was apparently…well, not looking like a thief at my new job.

			“I mean,” I started, trying to make him understand. “I paid and we ordered the same thing, so—”

			“So does that make it not her drink, then?” He looked at me like I’d just confessed to beheading a puppy. “Amy’s drink is fair game for anyone who prepaid for the same order, is that what you’re saying?”

			I glanced at Pam, who looked suddenly uncomfortable with the exchange, and said, “It was a very uncool thing to do, I know.”

			“I don’t know about uncool,” Bloke said, his eyes pinning me in place like he was the hawk and I was the mouse he found too annoying to eat, so he just wanted to play with me until I was dead. “But it was definitely dishonest.”

			“So very, very dishonest.” I gritted my teeth and tried to stay calm, because I wanted this job more than I wanted to tell off the ultrahot, über-judgmental asshole. But what a jerk. I crossed my arms over my chest, breathed in through my nose, and said, “You have no idea, at this moment, how much I regret every single thing that transpired today in relation to that dishonest cup of coffee. If I could go back and undo all of it, every single moment, I absolutely would.”

			His eyes stayed on me, unwavering, and his expression was unreadable.

			But I knew that he knew what I was saying.

			“I’m going to take off and let you get back to work,” I said, lifting my lips so the baring of my teeth looked like a smile. “It was very nice meeting you.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Was it?”

			“Of course,” I said, coughing out a little laugh and smiling at Pam to make sure she knew that everything was fine. But the second Pam looked away from me, I couldn’t stop myself. I was so disappointed in the lost possibilities of Mr. Chest that I gave Blake a tiny headshake and mouthed the word nope.

			Which made his jaw clench and his eyes narrow.

			Which made me feel like I’d scored some sort of point.

			“We’ll get out of your hair now, Blake,” Pam tittered, and I let her lead me away from the office and out to the elevators. My heart was racing and my brain was scrambling as I tried to determine how screwed I was in regard to my new job.

			I mean, I worked on a different floor from Bloke, so that was good. And he didn’t seem like someone prone to office gossip (mostly because he came across as an arrogant jackass who didn’t have time for other people), so hopefully no one else in the company would ever learn of my latte pilferage.

			Technically, all that had happened was I earned the disapproval of some random Ellis employee who worked upstairs. As long as Pam didn’t have an issue with my atrocities, I’d probably be okay.

			But as we waited for the elevator, she said the very worst thing possible.

			“I know Blake can seem a little intimidating,” she said, smiling as she looked up at the number display above the elevators. “But that’s just because he’s very focused. He’s actually a really nice guy once you get to know him.”

			“Could’ve fooled me,” I muttered, relieved she didn’t seem upset about the awkward interaction with Bloke.

			That made her smile. “He takes his job very seriously, that’s all.”

			I tried, but I couldn’t recall what exactly his job was. Had she told me? She’d introduced me to like ten people in a row, so I’d been on autopilot, but then the minute I’d seen him sitting behind the desk, I’d stopped hearing her voice altogether. “What is his title again?”

			“He’s an administrative vice president,” she said as the elevator bell dinged.

			“An AVP?” I said, as calmly as I could when my brain was exploding and yelling, Nooooooooo! all at the same time. “So that would make him…?”

			“Our boss.” The elevator doors opened, and Pam smiled at the two women inside as she said, “Blake is technically the boss of everyone in administration at Ellis.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Blake

			“You think I won’t throw you out of the game?”

			“It’s fucking rec league,” my brother Jason yelled at the ref, stepping a little too close to the guy (who was about a foot shorter than him). “Swallow the whistle and the power trip, and let us play basketball. Christ.”

			“Jace,” AJ said, grabbing Jason’s arm and pulling him back. “Will you shut the hell up so we can finish the game?”

			AJ was a year younger than Jason and only slightly less confrontational. I loved my brothers, but they were overcompetitive hotheads when it came to sports.

			“I’ll shut up if Chrome Dome here will stop pretending he’s an NBA official.”

			Spoiler: We didn’t get to finish the game.

			Because when the ref threw Jason out, that made AJ get in the ref’s face, which got his stupid ass tossed, too. And since there were only seven guys on our team, and one of them wasn’t there because his wife just had a baby, we had to forfeit because we didn’t have enough players.

			Which was how it came to pass that we were eating wings at Oscar’s before it was even dark outside.

			“I’m not sad about this,” AJ said, picking up his bottle of Heineken. “I was fucking starving.”

			“You’re always starving,” Chloe said, grabbing a french fry from his plate. She usually met us for postgame wings but avoided our games because they were ugly. Her words—which meant she’d fit right into this family. “The scariest part of marrying you is the fear that I’ll never have enough food to keep you happy.”

			“Well, there’s that and the fact that you’re gonna have to live with that piece of shit,” Jason said while licking the wing sauce off his fingers. “Did you know that he used to talk to himself, like, all the time? And I don’t mean a little bit, I mean all the fucking time. Our next-door neighbors must’ve thought—”

			“It was my coping mechanism for living with you,” AJ said around a laugh. “A guy can only take so many hours of armpit jail before he cracks.”

			“Do I want to know what armpit jail is?” Chloe asked me quietly.

			“No, you don’t, and it’s exactly what it sounds like,” I told her, picking up my pint glass. “If AJ was bugging us, Jason would subject him to punishment in the form of his nose being held against Jason’s armpit.”

			“It was so much worse than it sounds,” AJ said. “He’d yell, ‘Armpit jail!’ as loud as he could, over and over again, and I swear to God I could taste the smell of those pits.”

			“That is so disgusting,” Chloe said, shaking her head. “Yet absolutely unsurprising. How did you live with these two animals, Blake?”

			“Mommy always saved him,” Jason said matter-of-factly while tearing into a wing.

			“Every time,” I agreed, shrugging. “I was her favorite.”

			“Only because you’re the baby,” AJ said. “Fucking Blakey.”

			That sent my brothers into a loud argument about who was the second favorite, but I lost interest because I caught a glimpse of a dark-haired woman at the bar. It wasn’t her, but it reminded me of her.

			Amy slash Isabella.

			Talk about a disappointment. Not that I was looking for anything relationship-shaped with some stranger I met at Scooter’s, but she’d seemed interesting to me when I hadn’t been interested in a very long time.

			Until she’d revealed herself to be an adorably interesting liar.

			I still couldn’t believe she’d looked me in the face and mouthed the word nope. Like, who did that?

			“Who’s that?” I heard from behind me, and when I turned around, I saw Kylie, Jason’s wife, approaching the table. She nodded toward the dark-haired woman I’d been unknowingly staring at while thinking of Amy—no, Isabella. “You like her?”

			Kylie was…Kylie. Perfect for my brother. Strong, independent, hilarious, and very much like she’d been born into our noisy family.

			“Nope,” I said, reaching for my beer. “She just reminded me of someone.”

			“Yeah, well, I want to know who.” Kylie sat down beside me, not even pausing to engage with my brothers as she reached over and snagged one of my fries. “Because you haven’t even looked at a woman since Skye.”

			“I have, too,” I said. “I’m looking at you, aren’t I?”

			“Gross,” she replied, rolling her eyes as she popped the french fry into her mouth. “You know what I mean.”

			“Yeah,” I agreed, appreciating that she was always looking out for me, even if I didn’t want her to be. “But I’m good, Ky.”

			I’d been officially single for six months, and it was absolutely true that I hadn’t noticed a woman since the breakup with Skye.

			Honestly, it was like she’d killed off my ability to care.

			“I saw her at the gym last week,” Kylie said, her eyes on my face like she was searching for my reaction. “And she asked about you.”

			“Yeah?” I said, genuinely unaffected. My love for Skye had died the minute she lied to my face, and I wished her nothing but the best.

			“Who, Skye?” Jason drained his beer before saying, “You didn’t tell me that.”

			“That’s because you’re obnoxious about her,” Kylie said, picking up a napkin and handing it to him. “Your chin.”

			“Thanks,” he said, wiping his beard. “And she was a lying asshole to my brother—she doesn’t deserve to know how he’s doing. She deserves my obnoxiousness.”

			“I don’t like her, either,” Kylie said, pointing to the spot he was missing with the napkin. “But when you hear her name, you act like we’re discussing an ax murderer. She might be a liar, but she didn’t kill anyone, Jason.”

			That made me snort, because it was true.

			Jason and Skye had gotten along great until I told him what happened, and the minute he heard about her dishonesty, she became enemy number one.

			Instantly dead to him.

			“If I saw her at the gym,” AJ said, grinning, “I’d be super insanely nice to her, like, ‘Heyyyy, Skye, how are you,’ with the smile of a horror movie clown, just to make her paranoid.”

			“Your man is terrifying.” Kylie pointed at him and said to Chloe, “Sociopathic.”

			“Yeah, but it’s kind of hot.” Chloe reached out a hand to squeeze AJ’s face like he was a toddler. “See?”

			“I do not.”

			The night devolved into watching football and playing sports trivia, which meant that (as always) our table got loud. AJ and I ganged up on Jason for his stupid answers even though our team managed to dominate the competition, while Kylie and Chloe found another table to root for and yelled their asses off when we got beat.

			So kind of a typical Monday night.

			I’d managed to completely forget about the whole Amy/Isabella thing until I got home and fed the cats.

			When you call tonight, make sure you have the kitties nearby so I can hear their little meows.

			The minute I opened the cabinet and reached for the cat food, my brain reminded me that in another universe, one where she wasn’t
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