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      The thing Joel Cabot wanted most in the world wasn’t about to happen anytime soon.

      Mainly because it seemed the entire planet would actually have to stop turning for a couple of days to give him a chance to slow down and take a breath.

      His huge, three-sided desk was stacked from one end to the other with work requests, for one thing. On the long, black surfaces nearly surrounding him, piles of photos meant to inspire ideas for the all-important design of the official Grateful Grocer float for the fast-upcoming Rudolph County Harvest Festival and Parade took up almost every inch.

      The grand event all of his coworkers—including the boss of them all—had made abundantly clear was by far the most important marketing and community relations opportunity of the year.

      The stacks ranged from bright, full-color images ripped out of magazines or printed off the internet, to hard-to-see black-and-whites on ordinary printer paper, to honest-to-goodness photographs that had been sent out and printed somewhere else, and years or even decades ago at that.

      The kind of thing Joel most often saw in creaky, faux-leather-covered albums at his great-grandparents’ houses. Even his grandparents had gone digital in the modern era of iPhones, Instagram, and Pinterest.

      Scattered in with all the photos were hand-sketched mock-ups on yellow pages ripped out of legal notebooks, with ragged edges at the top of several to prove how much of a hurry the sketcher had been in. Most were quite good, really, using colored pencils that played strangely with the paper but got the point across.

      His favorites were Rose-Bowl-Parade elaborate, as if a small Southern Illinois grocery store chain could somehow wrangle two or even three stories, or flat-screen televisions big enough to run the length of the float on both sides.

      Well, maybe they could, but he wasn’t about to suggest it.

      Joel wasn’t sure a few of the more imaginative and high-tech designs could be done even if money were no object. He had strong hints the budget for this project was sky high, but surely there were limits.

      The rules of physics and the load-bearing capabilities of the regulation-sized float trailers the little town of Stidham, Illinois, was supplying to every local business had to be considered at some point.

      Joel had added the stark, plain-paper printout of the official rules of the annual Most Fabulous Float in Rudolph County contest himself, after enlarging it so anyone passing by should be able to read it if they cared to. He’d made sure to put it on the wall beside his desk once he realized just how overwhelming the inspiration tsunami was going to be.

      The huge flatbed scanner, high-end photo printer, and a fancy iPad he used for drawing by hand had disappeared under the tidal wave of paper sometime the week before. Only the silvery metal arms holding two huge monitors up and out of the chaos kept them from getting buried as well. The keyboard attached to his laptop peeked out of the jumble for now, but he’d lost count of how many times he’d moved stacks off of it.

      Joel would have sworn he still had coffee from his early morning fill-up, but the empty sunshine-yellow stainless-steel mug and world-class coffee breath convinced him he’d already drained his pre-lunch allotment.

      From the huge picture window in front of him, he could see happy residents of Stidham going about their daily lives in the bright early August sunshine.

      Strolling along the still-quaint main street, with vehicles swarming around diagonal parking spots like lazy bumblebees. All of them orbiting storefronts tucked into tan brick buildings that had stood there since a post-World War I building boom and still looked great over a hundred years later.

      If Joel leaned far enough toward the glass, he could catch a glimpse of an even older town square with rows of flower beds maintained by local Girl Scout troops, and a decidedly old-fashioned green and white gazebo in the middle. The high-quality speakers tastefully hidden around the square made concerts, speeches, and evening movies quite impressive for such a small town.

      Grateful Grocer was more than happy to donate to the square’s upkeep, and to take the generous tax write-off on top of the eye-catching sign right beside the gazebo giving them plenty of credit.

      All that old-school charm combined with a truly up-and-coming community that was sure to keep growing had drawn Joel back to much smaller-town living that he could have imagined when he fled another one not too terribly far away at eighteen.

      He had what he would have called his dream job back in college, no arguing that. And being too busy rather than grubbing for piece work at a different office each day or trying to appear useful had to be a good problem to have, right?

      The closest he could get right now was to close his laptop (helpfully supplied so he could work from home whenever duty or managerial whim required), silence his cell phone (paid for by Grateful Grocer, thereby making him always available), and stand up.

      Stretch, and ignore the alarming crackling noise from several regions of his spine, which surely shouldn’t be happening this often before he hit thirty.

      Then retrieve his coffee mug from the paper and photo whirlpool so he could head to the breakroom for a refill, topped off with a quiet bit of sanity. All in the name of getting ready to meet his new assistant, who would miraculously arrive in time to help sort through the design nightmare and come up with something that would make the fewest possible people angry.

      At least Joel hoped so.

      And somehow get it all done before the October 15th deadline that now swooped through Joel’s mind like a huge swarm of starving vultures, even when he slept.

      A quick check to make sure he didn’t look quite as rumpled and wrinkled as he felt. In other words, his normal work uniform of dark pants and undercover-nerd golf shirt hadn’t taken on offensively deep ridges or valleys, and they hadn’t picked up enough old photo dust or shreds of yellow paper to notice.

      He’d have to go on faith that he hadn’t scrubbed his frequently obstinate brown hair into anything resembling a porcupine, because he wasn’t quite vain enough to keep a mirror at his desk or, gods forbid, snap a quick selfie to verify presentability.

      Then he turned and crashed right into a man he’d never seen before.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to sneak up on you like that!”

      Joel managed to grab the edge of his desk without inciting an inspiration avalanche, already formulating his instinctive Midwest-nice apologies before he quite understood what had happened.

      But getting a good look at the guy stopped all the mea-culpas before they made it from his brain to his mouth.

      Because whoever he was, this man was an absolute stunner.

      A little taller than his own not-quite six feet, with black hair that actually looked spiky on purpose, and in the best way possible. Amazing big brown eyes that were already crinkling at the edges to go with a megawatt smile.

      All that and a slender yet muscular frame wearing a caramel-colored silk shirt that brought out the warm tones in his dark skin had Joel wondering how such a gorgeous creature could have possibly found his way to Small Town Central Illinois.

      Much less the corporate headquarters of Grateful Grocers, not to mention his own overflowing desk.

      “No need to apologize, I wasn’t paying attention to a single thing around me. I’m Joel, the current resident of this dangerously messy corner. You looking for someone?”

      The handsome man laughed with a voice deeper than Joel expected, in the very best way.

      “I believe I’m looking for you, if you’re Joel Cabot. I’m Duncan Jackson. Your new assistant.”

      Before his brain could issue the commandment to take a deep breath and play it cool, Joel’s free hand decided to grab Duncan’s arm.

      “Oh thank the gods you’re here, and yes, I know how over-the-top that sounds. But I’m about to drown in... Let me call them ‘helpful suggestions’ over here. That and at risk of succumbing to a major craving for caffeine.”

      Duncan grinned and swung his black messenger bag around to the front, then pulled out an impressively roomy coffee mug made of green steel.

      “Right there with you. One of the first things I was going to ask was the way to the breakroom. Want to go check it out now?”

      Joel forced his hand to disengage from Duncan’s nicely firm arm and smiled.

      “Sounds perfect to me. Go ahead and drop your bag there behind my desk if you want. No one will see it behind Mount Check-Out-This-Great-Idea.”
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      Duncan followed Joel into the nicest breakroom he’d ever seen, but he had to force himself to pay attention to his surroundings.

      His eyes kept wanting to stray back to the handsome, charmingly desperate guy who’d knocked everything inside him for an unexpected loop with a simple, surely entirely non-romantic touch of the arm.

      The round tables were standard enough shiny black, with deep red cushions on the chairs that matched the colors for Grateful Grocer stores, naturally. An impressive row of hanging plants by broad windows added a soothing touch of green, and in any other corporate breakroom, they would have added a fresh, clean scent to the space.

      In this case, and befitting a growing grocery chain that punched far above its weight, the plants didn’t stand a chance against the scrumptious aroma of good coffee, hot pastries just out of an actual oven, and a pepperoni pizza spinning on one of those dedicated pizza bakers Duncan had always wanted for himself.

      A young woman wearing the same red-and-black uniform he’d seen in a Grateful Grocer store the day before—when he was doing background research for this job—smiled as she pulled out a tray of apple Danishes that added a heady hit of ginger and cinnamon.

      Duncan ignored the rumbling in his stomach, but he couldn’t help smiling himself when he realized the soft music in the background was the same gentle orchestral versions of pop songs played in the stores.

      Tunes to shop by, and apparently at Grateful Grocer headquarters, to eat absurdly decadent food by.

      But the real star of the show had to be a coffee bar as nice as anything he’d ever seen in a nice hotel or restaurant. He had his choice of several different brews in gleaming steel carafes, a fully loaded espresso machine, and cold brew displayed in a glass-fronted mini-fridge. Another fridge held all the milks and creamers the chain carried, and a few he’d never seen before.

      He didn’t bother looking at the full-sized refrigerators that surely contained an equally impressive variety of soda, tea, and overpriced bottled water.

      Despite jumping at the chance to do a bit of small-time and silly undercover work for a rival small-town grocery chain—a fascinating break in the middle of his self-imposed downtime in a tough career that had gotten a bit too hectic and intense—Duncan had quite simple tastes when it came to caffeine.

      Regular with a barely-there splash of cream would do him just fine.

      And when it came to men, no amount of study and preparation beforehand could have warned him how well Joel Cabot would fit the bill.

      It wasn’t only the adorably rumpled hair, or the not-quite-standard-issue business casual uniform that flattered every last bit of his huggable, dead-sexy, broad-shouldered frame. Who else could get away with an apparently conservative, office-day print that was actually an uber-nerdy pattern featuring a series of tiny robots marching in opposite directions?

      And even though he was there under entirely false pretenses of wanting to help organize the chaotic mess on Joel’s desk, Duncan found himself truly inspired to winnow down those piles and get started.

      Not because of a little paycheck or the incredibly goofy possibility of stealing Grateful Grocer’s float design either. All that was nothing more than a way to distract himself and pass a little time, have a little fun, and make a little cash.

      Amateur-hour stuff or not for Joel, the folks who’d hired him (again, under false pretenses) cared very much about getting that insider edge, partly because GG had won the contest six years running.

      And their feud with the chain’s owner, who they furiously proclaimed was a cutthroat only out to destroy longstanding local businesses no matter what it cost.

      No, Duncan wanted to comfort Joel, to make him feel better. To take a literal and metaphorical load off his shoulders, and maybe take him home and make him a cup of hot cocoa and a plate of chocolate chip cookies for good measure. Do whatever it took to coax another of those gorgeous smiles out into the open, and catch a glimpse of twinkling highlights in his amazing blue eyes.

      In other words, not a single impulse that would help Duncan with this job, and many that would probably lead him down the road to more heartache that he had the mental or emotional bandwidth to deal with right now.

      Time for a diversion, for himself if not for the target of this little gig. And maybe a quick bit of information gathering to get this whole situation underway and over with before he got himself into trouble.

      “No wonder the recruiter said this is one of the best jobs in town,” he said, waving his mug toward the Great Wall of Coffee. “I didn’t even know half this stuff existed.”

      Joel rolled his eyes, but the knee-weakening smile made an appearance.

      “Yeah, they tempt you in the door with offers of never having to pack a lunch or rush around and get gross takeout again, and I guess that’s true.” He glanced over at the pastry chef, but she had her head bent over the tray full of Danishes with a tiny bag of what looked like sparkly gold frosting in hand. He went on in a lower voice. “Once you’re here, though, you realize all this is nothing but incentives to be at work as much as possible without the pesky temptations of going home much at all, or even getting out into the fresh air for half an hour. And on that cheery note, I truly am glad you’re here. So what made you decide to jump into the weirdly competitive grocery store float business?”

      For the first time since he’d started walking the path of a professional spy-type when he was fresh out of college, Duncan hesitated to serve up the smooth lines he’d practiced to perfection before ever walking through the door.

      Joel’s face had a hopeful, almost innocent look that made Duncan feel like he was about to hand an extra-sour, hot-pepper-laced lollipop to an adoring toddler who’d been promised a sweet treat.

      “It’s kind of a sideways career change, really. I’ve worked with computers for ages, more on the operating systems and hardware side than getting to use them myself. From what I can tell, grocery stores use some really interesting stuff on that side with point-of-sale scanners and inventory and such, but I don’t much want to work on that stuff now. Anyway, I’ve always thought graphic design was fascinating. Some of the things you create seem like magic to me. And most of the time, designers love what they do.”

      Now Joel’s cheeks flushed so red Duncan was surprised he couldn’t feel the heat against his own skin, which was a thought he was better off not having right then.

      “I’m sorry, Duncan, I threw ice water on your ambitions before we had a chance to get to know each other. Here, let’s grab some go-juice and sit down before the starving lunch crowd gets here. What’s your favorite?”

      Duncan shrugged, happy he could be completely honest about this part.

      “Pretty simple, really. If the coffee’s good, just a splash of something to lighten it up a tiny bit. I guess I’m low maintenance on that front if nowhere else. Or maybe I’m just stuck in a long, dreary rut and afraid to try something new, and with a lot more than caffeine.”

      He ducked his head, hoping his face didn’t show his irritation at revealing a whole lot more truth than he’d meant to just then. Never mind that he was here to do a job. The habits of a long-term snoop, not to mention a normally private kind of guy, usually meant he didn’t get around to that much sharing until well after dates turned into overnights.

      And way too often, not even then.

      With the kind of perfect timing that would have felt right at home in a great rom-com movie (that almost never featured gay characters, though they totally should), Joel glanced at the pastry table to make sure the chef’s back was still to them, then put his own mug down and reached into another mini fridge. This one had a normal solid door instead of glass.

      “Now this is absolutely top-secret,” he nearly whispered, “and I’d end up with a lapful of trouble for showing you. But this is one of the coolest things Grateful Grocer has in the product development pipeline right now.”

      He held out his hand, palm down, and Duncan couldn’t help holding his own out in return.

      At least it kept him from wondering exactly what Joel with a lapful of trouble might look like.

      And an ice-cold sphere dropped into his hand. A deep-brown sphere wrapped in a clear label with dancing coffee beans arranged in a pattern a lot like the robots on Joel’s shirt.

      It was perfectly round and much heavier than it looked, almost like it was made of metal.

      “What is this? Feels like a coffee bomb.”

      Joel grinned like a little boy, making Duncan feel like a dirty old man even though he was actually a couple of years younger.

      “That’s pretty much what it is. Have you ever seen those little balls of tea that you drop into a cup of hot water and they unfold like a flower?” He wanted for Duncan to nod. “This isn’t anywhere near as pretty, but it’s kind of the same thing. Here.”

      Duncan happily handed his mug over, and watched as Joel pulled a tab he hadn’t noticed. Joel slipped the coffee-bean-patterned cover off then rolled the coffee bomb inside.

      “This wrap is biodegradable,” Joel said. “It can go right into the compost or wherever you like, and it dissolves pretty fast. They’re working on making one that melts right along with the coffee, but it’s not quite there yet. Do you like hot or iced?”

      “Usually hot, but since the air’s like soup out there today, iced sounds delightful.”

      Joel carried the mug over to a huge, etched-glass water carafe on the counter.

      “The highest quality drinking water, and available in our stores, of course. Even I have to admit it tastes great. Watch.”

      He pulled a little glass lever shaped like a raindrop back, sending a cascade of water into the mug.

      Where it immediately turned the same rich, dark brown as the frozen ball.

      “This one is straight up medium roast,” Joel said, handing it to Duncan. “They’re working on a bunch of different strengths, and with sweetener and creamer added in. The packaging design isn’t quite there yet, obviously. Another item on my ever-expanding to-do list.”

      When Duncan took his mug back, he couldn’t help closing his eyes at the intense coffee aroma that drifted his way.

      “If this tastes anywhere near as great as it smells, these will sell out in no time. Do they have to be kept cold?”

      Joel shook his head as he turned to grab another coffee bomb for himself.

      “Nope, they do just fine in a box on the counter. Like you said, they wanted us to try these to match the weather. They’re planning seasonal lines eventually, with flavors for holidays and everything. The obvious pumpkin spice apocalypse, and things like eggnog in December. Probably something gross and green for St. Patrick’s Day. But I’m curious what they’ll come up for Valentine’s Day, Easter, and Halloween.”

      Duncan raised his mug to hide what he suspected was a much too obvious puzzled frown.

      How did such a small grocery chain come up with the research and development budget for this? And did they really expect a bunch of frugal, practical Midwesterners to stock up on coffee bombs when they could grab the same old can of instant they and their parents and grandparents and beyond had grown up with?

      He couldn’t imagine his own nearby family making that choice for any amount of money or marketing.

      Most of that vanished from his mind when he took his first drink of cold, perfectly balanced, bitter-and-chocolate-tinged ambrosia.

      “My grandmother would have sworn she’d died and gone to heaven if she’d gotten a sip of this.”

      Joel turned his face just enough to the side to look irresistible and flirty, leaving Duncan as shaky in his belly as his knees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Joel had his hands full with a lot more than his own still-frozen coffee, which he wasn’t sure he needed at the moment. Not when he was already hyped up enough that he might start the over-caffeinated jitters before he had another drop.

      Besides his absurd work overload, which was the real reason Duncan was here, he’d run his mouth to an alarming degree, empty breakroom or not.

      Fussing about his job to a new employee, then showing off the strictly-inside-this-room-only coffee pucks on top of it all. Though he might be able to get away with that by giving Duncan credit for the potential name Coffee Bombs, which made a heck of a lot more sense than anything GG’s marketing department had come up with so far.

      He turned away and moved over to the hot water tap built into the wall beside shelves full of a staggering variety of teas (many not sold in their stores at all), and filled his mug.

      The earthy, dark aroma turned up his excitement all by itself.

      “I had the feeling you’d dig the Coffee Bomb, which is a brilliant name for it. I’m going to suggest it to marketing, or maybe just mock up a label and show it to them if I can find the time. That would work a whole lot better than listening to a two-hour argument about the placement of every letter and sliver of space.”

      He picked up a bright yellow ceramic jar with bees all over it (one of the Grateful Grocer’s top sellers) and tilted a drizzle of honey into his mug. Then he held it out toward Duncan with his eyebrows raised.

      “You know, I normally take cream,” Duncan said, “but this is too close to perfect to mess with. And I’m sorry to be so nosy when I just got here, but why would the marketing folks want to tinker with your designs that much, anyway?”

      Joel took a sip, trying to buy himself a little bit of time before he started running at the mouth again. Reasonable enough question, even from a new employee. Kinda cheeky, sure, but that just played into the feeling of his hitting the assistant mega-jackpot.

      “I’m gonna grab one of those Danishes, then we can talk? There’s plenty in case you want one. It’s a write-off, so they want us to gobble them up.”

      Duncan rolled his eyes, but he grinned at the same time.

      “Thank you for the excuse. They smell amazing, and I wasn’t sure if I needed a certain number of hours on the job to qualify.”

      A few pleasantries with Kaylie, who was so dang good Joel never missed a chance to try whatever she made, and he and Duncan sat in the quietest corner of the breakroom. Pretty much against The Official Wall of Soothing Greenery.

      Each of them now had an oval made of flaky, buttery pastry with golden apple filling piled high in the middle, with fabulous swirls of cinnamon icing that sparkled like real gold. Tucked onto cheery red plates exactly the right size and shape (always available in-store).

      The scent alone was almost enough to distract Joel from Duncan’s extremely good question, but not quite enough to make him forget how good-looking Duncan was.

      “Okay, you asked me a perfectly reasonable question,” Joel said. “And I intend to answer you. But I can’t possibly let you miss your chance to try anything Kaylie makes while it’s still warm. That would be a terrible way to welcome you to Grateful Grocer. So how about we dig in first?”

      Duncan leaned forward and looked at Joel from under his eyebrows, somehow turning his charm up to at least thirteen.

      “I was trying to figure out how I was going to manage to pay attention to a word you said with this gorgeous thing distracting me. We’ll have plenty of time for other distractions after we eat.”

      Joel pretended his mind hadn’t gone in about twenty extremely work-inappropriate directions, and focused on the luscious treat on his plate instead. He could only hope he’d managed to finish his at a pace somewhat slower than inhalation.

      He wasn’t sure either of them succeeded with that, but he didn’t think either of them had crumbs in their hair or bits of apple on their faces in the end.

      “Now that we’ve got the basic survival functions out of the way,” he said, “at least when it comes to something that irresistible, I’ll do my best with your question. The truth is the folks here are usually pretty good at letting me do my job. They’ve got more than enough to worry about with their own workloads.”

      “What else do they do? From what little I saw walking through, there are a ton of high-powered computers around here. Specialized stuff I’ve never seen before.”

      “So you have been paying attention to the IT side of things despite yourself.” Joel winked so he wouldn’t seem like too much of a smartass, and thankfully Duncan smiled. “They handle just about everything that happens at all the stores from here. Way more than I would have guessed before I started. The inventory is centralized, triggered by deliveries and what gets scanned through at checkout. People here can even tell which perishable items have been on the shelf too long and send out an alert.”

      “Wow. I thought all that stuff was local, but I guess I haven’t seen anyone with those little machines putting prices on cans of soup since I was a kid. Probably keeps the store managers from drifting into micromanaging, since that seems to all be handled from here too.”

      “Not as much as you’d think,” Joel said, “since computers handle it all. That kind of...obsessive micromanagement only really crops up with new product lines. And of course this damn parade. It’s not a bad place to work.”

      Duncan swallowed the rest of his coffee without looking away from Joel’s eyes.

      “What is the deal with the parade? I haven’t been in town for long, but I haven’t heard anything about a big prize or anything like that.”

      Joel shook his head. “Not a cash prize if that’s what you mean. It’s more marketing.”

      He looked around the breakroom, but Kaylie had already arranged two trays full of her sinful delights and departed. She’d tucked the pepperoni pizza into a bright red quilted warming bag and set a cheese pizza to spinning toward perfection, but no one had wandered in to devour any of it yet.

      “I think it comes down to bragging rights as far as our CEO is concerned,” Joel said. “And on top of us winning several years in a row already, a whole bunch of people around the region have gotten to the point of... Well, I’ll just say not everyone loves the way Grateful Grocer does business.”

      Duncan’s thick-but-neat eyebrows lifted toward his black hair, but he looked more surprised than suspicious.

      “Ohhhhh, the best kind of breakroom gossip, because it’s most informative gossip for the new guy in town, too. Do tell. If you want to, I mean.”

      Now Duncan’s mouth turned down, only for a second, before his expression went back to neutral handsome and interested. Enough to set up a faint tingle in Joel’s belly that he couldn’t say for sure was excitement or alarm.

      But no one had asked him how he felt about work for so long he decided to brush it off.

      Gossip was what breakrooms were for, after all. And Duncan was new in town, and surely the neighborly thing would be to help him feel right at home.

      “I imagine it’s the same kind of thing that goes on everywhere when any kind of chain store really starts to take off,” Joel said. “No one in the other small towns paid much attention when Ms. Vincent opened her first store a few years ago, or the second. Those were in places you couldn’t quite call towns anyway, and they hadn’t had any kind of grocery store since theirs closed down years ago. When she started buying old buildings in towns that did have local stores, though, and could offer the same things for less, people got fussy. You wouldn’t believe the rumors and crazy stuff they come up with.”

      Joel wasn’t about to admit it to Duncan or anyone besides himself, but he’d wondered a time or two how GG managed to grow so fast and still have enough money for all those new products.

      Duncan nodded. “I’ve seen that with gas stations and hardware stores for sure. A big chain moves in, and the shops that have been there for years can’t keep up. Shoppers never seem to mind the changes after a while, not if prices are better.”

      “That was part of it, yeah. At first. When Grateful Grocer started offering a bunch of specialty things that no other store could get at a reasonable price, some folks got kind of nasty about it. Things like this, and all kinds of other stuff.” Joel waved toward the Danish-shaped plates in front of them. “Ms. Vincent has a knack for figuring out ways to keep the costs down, then turning the profits right back into something new. She’s got plans for a bunch of new stores in bigger towns lined up, and a big product launch every quarter this year.”

      “Like these fabulous coffee bombs. Which are one of the best new things I’ve heard of for a long time, even if I wasn’t supposed to know about them.” Duncan let out an irresistible giggle, and the dancing tingles in Joel’s belly went one-hundred-percent exhilaration. “Make that because I wasn’t supposed to know about them, but you told me anyway.”

      The sound of chattering voices heading their way interrupted the supercharged atmosphere between them, and Joel settled on a balance between relieved and disappointed. Despite the slow-to-dismal state of his love life, jumping into a potentially uncomfortable situation on day one made absolutely no sense.

      Certainly not when part of his recent hermit-like existence was because he so desperately needed an assistant.

      “Tempting as it is to stay right here and keep talking,” he said, “I suppose we should head back and get going before the piles on my desk start getting bigger all by themselves.”

      Duncan gave an exaggerated sigh and smiled at the same time.

      “I guess that is why I’m here.” He got up and gathered their plates and forks, then carefully arranged them in the stainless-steel heavy-duty dishwasher beside the big refrigerator. “I packed my lunch today, but I think I’ll skip it tomorrow. That pizza smells incredible.”

      The usual group of caterers walked in just then, and the Southern gentleman who did most of the dough-wrangling for Grateful Grocer headquarters executed a quick bow without breaking stride.

      “I thank you for saying so, young man. Be sure and drop back by for some of my garlic knots this afternoon.”

      “I sure will, sir,” Duncan said, patting his flat tummy. “Otherwise I won’t be able to concentrate on a thing for the rest of the day.”

      Joel waved toward the laughing crew as he followed Duncan out of the breakroom, already convinced he was going to get himself into trouble with his new assistant.

      And looking forward to it a whole lot more than he should.
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      Duncan did his best to pay careful attention to Joel’s explanations of the general workflow and expectations at Grateful Grocer, feeling more guilty by the minute about the real reason he was there.

      He didn’t even have to consider how much he already liked Joel to get there, either.

      Considering the tidal wave of design suggestions—including several more that had been added to the top during their quick Danish break—was more than enough to stir up doubts all by itself.

      One reason he was so good at the corporate spy game was his exceedingly organized nature. So add the fact that he was itching to get the mess sorted out and winnowed down into something useful, and he was more twitchy than extra coffee could begin to explain.

      And closer than he’d ever been to walking out on a job before it even started.

      Joel leaned back in his envy-inducing black ergonomic chair and rubbed his eyes, then made an adorable attempt to smooth his messy hair.

      “So that’s probably more than enough for you to decide to save yourself and run screaming. But I hope you’ll feel like hanging around for a while, probably despite your better instincts.”

      Duncan decided to take a chance on telling the truth, at least part of it.

      “My instincts get me into trouble more often than not. I’m too interested in seeing this whole float drama from the inside out to back out now. What can I do over the next few hours to make your job easier? Within reason, of course.”

      Joel raised one eyebrow. “You mean making all this mess disappear with a wave of your hand is off the table? Eh, I’ll settle for having some kind of...order to it all. You know, something simple like photos versus drawings versus printouts so faded I have no idea what they’re even supposed to be.”

      Duncan nodded once and rubbed his hands on his thighs.

      “Done. Will anyone mind if I make the mess a lot worse before it gets better? As in stacking piles on the floor so I can sort it out. Carefully, I might add. Some of these pictures have to be older than either one of us.”

      “Some of them are older than my parents. Most people who venture back here these days are trying to sneak so I won’t catch them adding to the disaster of my workspace. I’m just thankful the ones who want their stuff back put their names on them, because I never would have had a chance to keep track. The rest we can toss when we’re through.”

      Joel looked at the piles again with a rueful smile.

      “Hardly anyone else is likely to bother until after the big parade,” he said, “so pile away. In fact, just go with what makes sense to you and tell me where you want me to put things. I might finally learn to get better at this myself.”

      Duncan ducked his head and ordered his dirty mind to stop right where it was and not take one single step down the imaginary path that had just sprung into life inside his imagination.

      Grabbing a handful of home-printed photographs and designating their spot on the red-and-blue-patterned carpet at least got him started on a useful distraction. Though his budding ideas of getting his clandestine job done without Joel ever finding out were most likely going to get him into more trouble rather than less.

      The two of them had gotten one side of the huge desk cleared by the time someone finally made their way back to the graphic design corner. And Duncan realized this fun little time-passing gig was about to get more interesting than he’d bargained for.

      “Looks like you two are making serious progress!” an oddly threatening yet cheerful voice exclaimed, making the two of them jump.

      Duncan turned to see a sharp-eyed woman lurking a few steps away from Joel’s desk—there really was no other word for the way she’d sneaked in and stood halfway behind one of the low cubicle partitions even in a brightly lit room.

      Her 1990s-blonde-with-brown-roots hair was cut shaggy chin-length, and her obviously expensive but trendy golf shirt and pants make her look like she’d just stepped out of a golf warehouse with a stack of easily coordinated outfits in a bag covered with brand logos. Her old-fashioned color-block
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