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Chapter One

Lydia surveyed the coffee line with a low
growl of aggravation, and reread Ed's email a second time.

"The Acadian Lady sails out of New
Orleans on the 5th and
arrives in Rome on the 21st. You'll be half of a MF couple secret
shopping the cruise, but you'll have additional duties."

"Seriously, Ed?" Her fingers flew over the
keys of her Blackberry as she dashed off a response to her boss:
"The Board discontinued the secret shops two years ago. Why the
sudden change of heart and why me?"

Ed's reply came back within minutes, but
Lydia hadn't moved any closer to securing her much needed caffeine.
If only these baristas were as speedy and nimble as her boss.

 "They've seen
the error of their ways and now top brass wants the best because so
much time has gone by since the last one. You're the best. I also
need someone experienced to train the new hire who will be your
partner and your additional duty."

There had to be more to this story, top
brass be damned!

Who was top brass anyway? All she knew was
the Acadian Lady was owned by Mardi Gras Escapes, which in
turn was part of a larger conglomerate called Theriot Enterprises,
owned by some media-shy mogul who had given the company his name.
From all accounts, when J. P. Theriot wasn't wheeling and dealing
for his latest acquisition, he was an absentee owner. She'd never
even seen a picture of the man, had no idea where or how he lived.
He was almost mythical. Maybe he was dead like Elvis, but random
spottings kept him alive enough to maintain the legend. More likely
he was some old geezer who preferred to spend his final days
chasing blonde strippers just to screw over his spoiled rotten
kids.

She reread the most galling part of all.
"... train the new hire ..." Dear God, no. Patience was not
her strong suit and training new hires limped somewhere in a
similar ghetto of under developed talents.

Why me?

A quick check of her watch told her she had
exactly ten minutes to get her coffee. Ed would be in his office
soon. She could take up her plight with him in person, or at least
get the skinny on what was going on.

The line advanced by one. She pocketed her
smart phone and stared at the back of the man in front of her.
Charcoal grey tropical worsted wool with a fine chalk stripe—a
dapper choice—covered the vast expanse of broad shoulders at her
eye level. A quick glance down at the man's feet confirmed her
expectations. A crisply pressed cuff rested atop an expensive pair
of black leather shoes. With his head bowed, he was probably
immersed in his smart phone given that he held both arms at right
angles.

He said I'm the best. Once upon a time I was
the best; that's why they promoted me. Asking me to do this now
after they eliminated the department? Total bullshit. Something's
up.

Behind her, the line stirred; it had grown
since she'd taken her spot. The little shop barely had standing
room for the line let alone the patrons waiting for their orders.
Too many people tended to crowd out the rich aroma of freshly
ground coffee—Arabica, Robusta, Liberica, Barako. Their voices
drowned out the scrapes and squeals of the espresso machine, the
bursts of steam shot whipping milk into froth and foam.

She checked her watch, the clock on the
wall, her watch again, but no amount of willpower or subtle hurry
up hints made the line advance any faster.

"Come on, come on," she muttered.

The man in front of her twisted around to
look her up and down. Visibly unimpressed, he turned back to his
smart phone tappings. Lydia had seen enough of him, however, to be
duly impressed. She recognized many of the regulars but not this
guy. Could be a visitor, a customer, a new tenant, or just someone
passing by with a hankering for a coffee and all the time in the
world to wait for it. Lydia frowned at the idea of passersby
patronizing her coffee shop and dragging out the wait. Like there
wasn't a coffee shop on nearly every corner, and all these people
had to use hers.

The presence of another unknown person going
with her on the cruise also seemed odd. If she wasn't being set up
as a scapegoat, maybe she was being used as a fulcrum, a fulcrum to
lever up someone else's career. Otherwise, she could have easily
done the secret shop alone, had done so many times in her past. Who
better than "the best" to do all the work for someone else to steal
the credit? Her blood boiled at the idea of some Harvard hot shot
waltzing in to window-dress her work.

Maybe if I dressed and acted like a Harvard
know-it-all. Maybe if I didn't find working in Ed's shadow so safe
and satisfying. Can I really blame them for overlooking or
discounting me?

The lady ordering was within earshot. Lydia
cringed when, peering around Sequoia Man, she saw the woman pull
out a piece of paper and announce that she had an order of six
drinks she needed for herself and co-workers. The barista smiled
and chirped away taking her order, offering suggestions about
pastries to go with the drinks, and even offering samples.

"You've got to be kidding me," Lydia
murmured through gritted teeth.

The man in front of her turned and slipped
his phone into his inner jacket pocket. "Always one, isn't
there?"

"Excuse me?"

"One in every crowd," he said.

Finally, a kindred spirit, someone just as
annoyed as she. "Seriously! These people should call in their
orders in advance. Better yet, they need an extra barista for the
morning rush." Lydia blew an angry puff of air out her lips and
pushed her glasses up her nose.

"I'm not talking about her. I'm talking
about you. There's always someone who has to complain about how
long the line is, why it's moving so slowly, why they don't have an
army of staff on hand when five minutes from now, the place will
practically be deserted." He pierced her with a disdainful stare.
"It's called cross-selling—tempting us with bakery treats to go
with our coffees—and it's the American way. Take a chill pill and
relax."

Lydia stared at him, speechless. So much for
a kindred spirit. He was criticizing her? She huffed.
"Thanks for the business lesson, Donald Trump, but some of us have
jobs to get to and don't have time to mull over bakery or drink
choices like we're picking out china patterns. This time of day
people should know what they want, order it, then get out of the
way."

"Perhaps you should choose the decaf this
morning," the man said with a wry smirk upon his lips.

"Perhaps you should turn back around and go
back to your Candy Crush game or text your wing man about your tee
time."

The man heaved a loud sigh, and shaking his
head turned back around.

Good gravy! She was arguing with a total
stranger. Ed's fault.

The line crawled forward until finally Mr.
Holier-Than-Thou stepped forward to take his turn.

"What can I get started for you on this fine
day, sir?" the barista asked in a syrupy voice.

The man turned slightly as if to make sure
Lydia was listening. Of course she was. How could she not be? "What
sort of flavorings you got?" he asked, and damned if he didn't toss
a half smile over his shoulder at her as if it were a grenade. He
was deliberately trying to annoy her! What a jerk! He tapped on the
glass display case containing the bakery treats. "And which one of
these little pieces of heaven would you recommend? Oh, and one of
my drinks will be a decaf cappuccino."

Lydia's fists clenched. She checked her
watch. Five minutes until Ed arrived.

"Yes sir!" The barista rattled off the
syrups as if by rote as well as a couple of the bakery items.

"Ok, well never mind on the flavorings. I'll
have a mocha, the decaf cappuccino, two blueberry muffins, no, make
that three. Give the lady behind me a cranberry scone and a nonfat
latte, venti sized. On me." He tossed down a few bills then added,
"Keep the change."

Lydia's jaw dropped. How could he possibly
have known those were the two items she usually ordered? "Who are
you?" she asked him, voice lowered to conspiratorial levels.

The man leaned down as if to tell her a
secret, eyes scanning for interlopers. "You're welcome," he
whispered. He straightened to his full height, stashed his wallet
in his coat pocket and moved to the pick-up window, leaving Lydia
gaping.

Flustered, she took the cranberry scone the
grinning barista offered and scurried in the man's wake. "Oh no you
don't." She poked him in the back with her finger. "You are not
picking up my order so you can settle your rump on your pay it
forward throne and feel all smug. I pay my own way!" She fumbled in
her wallet for a ten and waved it under his nose. To her fury, he
turned away without acknowledging her or taking her money, and went
right back to tapping on his smart phone. A few minutes later he
grabbed his drinks, gave her a patronizing smile and walked
out.

"What an arrogant, infuriating man!" When
they finally finished preparing the drink he bought her, she
snatched it up and stomped out. Of course her pompous patron had
slithered back into his hole somewhere.

Let it go, Lydia. Calm down. That yay-who is
not worth getting worked up over. Your career is much more
important than the coffee-swilling chigger who just burrowed under
your skin.

Ed would be in his office by then, and she
needed to catch him before he got bogged down in meetings.

The elevator doors opened on her floor. She
charged past Mindy at the front desk, scowled at the waves of Susan
and Stella, the two accounts payable clerks, and definitely ignored
the warning of Janine, Ed's administrative assistant, as she blew
past her protests and into his office.

"Ed, we need to talk more about this
newb you want me to train."

"Now is not the—"

"It's not a good idea. Truly. And why send
me on the cruise?"

"Lydia, we already discuss—"

She marched closer to his desk. "I don't do
cruises anymore. I haven't done them in three years. I was
promoted. And who is this trainee? What's the deal with that?"

While she unloaded, Ed stood and tamped down
his hands in a calming motion. "Lydia! For God's sake! Sit down and
be quiet!" His voice echoed off the Tuscany-colored walls of his
well-appointed office with its plush cream carpet, sleek mahogany
desk and matching credenza. She occupied a Spartan windowless
office while the higher ups commanded enough space to house a small
nation. "Just sit and listen."

Her lips pressed into a thin line, Lydia did
as Ed asked. She had just yelled at her boss. He could fire her on
the spot. What was wrong with her? She didn't usually get so ... so
out of control. It must have been that annoying man. His fault. Her
better judgment nudged her irrational side out of the way, cracked
its knuckles and gathered up the reins of her emotions.

Lydia sat in the guest chair, taking calming
breaths, while Ed re-took his seat and steepled his fingers atop
his desk. "As I said in my email, this directive is coming down
from the top. The last set of customer survey results dropped
another ten points. The Acadian Lady has lost money for the
past six quarters. The Board is finally paying attention, mostly
because Theriot himself noticed and wants immediate action. Only
the best, they told me. Send the best." He pointed a finger at her.
"Aren't you the best?"

"Well ... I ... I guess, but—"

"This is top of the food chain exposure,
Lydia. Hell, I'd do it myself but I'm off to New York to oversee
the opening of the latest restaurant."

Lydia took a deep breath as her stomach
dipped in a thrilling free-fall. High exposure? Might the project
improve her chances at moving up and out of Mardi Gras and into the
mother ship, Theriot Enterprises? But where did the trainee come
into play? "Perhaps I was a little hasty. I'll do it, of course,
but why do I have to take a new hire with me? That flies in the
face of what you just said. How can I do a good job if I have to
babysit someone whose diploma ink isn't even dry yet?"

"The new guy is part of HR's new top talent
program. He's rotating through several jobs with the company a
couple of weeks at a time. This is part of his development plan,
part of his hiring package. He has lots of relevant experience and
should be easy to train." Ed raised his brows and clasped his
hands, as if what he'd shared explained everything. It didn't.
Lydia was even more suspicious.

"I still don't get it. What's so special
about this guy, and why my cruise?"

"He's new so he has a fresh perspective.
That was part of what Theriot specifically said he wanted ...
demanded. There's distrust in the upper echelons, Lydia, which is
never good. His stint in your world will only last as long as
Provence, France, and then he has to return to New Orleans to start
his next assignment. You'll be in charge, if that's what you're
worried about."

Doubt wormed its way inside and began to
gnaw on her hopes. This whole thing sounded more like an
opportunity for the new guy to gain exposure and not her, no matter
how Ed spun it. Maybe she was also being audited. Maybe the new guy
was a spy. Why had she never heard of the "top talent" rotation
program, and why hadn't she ever been considered for it? "Why is he
returning two days early? Something seems ... off here."

"You are too suspicious for your own good.
You really need to look at this as an opportunity to possibly have
contact with Theriot himself. Imagine that. What if you're the one
he wants to present the report?" Ed nodded and smiled. "You're the
best, Lydia, or I wouldn't have picked you."

But the best isn't good enough to be top
talent?

She took a sip of her drink, swirling the
hot creamy liquid over her tongue before swallowing. "You keep
saying that. I'm still not comfortable with some silver spoon top
talent guy ..." she made air quotes, "being the fresh perspective.
Why should—"

Ed's eyes suddenly lifted above her head and
focused on the doorway. The voice of Janine interrupted. "I'm
sorry, Ed, but Mr. Thomas is here and he comes bearing gifts." The
smile in her voice brought one to Ed's face. He stood and walked
past Lydia.

"A little birdie told me this was your
favorite. I hope you don't mind," a man's voice said, a rather
familiar voice, and not in a good way familiar.

Lydia spun around and saw Ed take a cup from
the man from the coffee shop. The two men shook with their free
hands. Uh oh. Just who is this guy anyway?

Ed drew the man over and said, "Lydia
Johnson, I'd like you to meet Jon-Paul Thomas. Jon-Paul, this is
your trainer, Lydia, and your partner for your first secret shopper
cruise."

Jon-Paul winked at Lydia. "I'm looking
forward to it."


Chapter Two

 As he had expected,
Lydia Johnson's face flashed first shock then irritation as Paul's
identity as both her tormenter in the coffee shop and her co-worker
sank in. He could tell the exact moment the two emotions swapped
places. He could also tell when Lydia retook the reins of power, at
least in her own mind. Yes, for the next two weeks, he would be her
underling, her lackey, her trainee, a role he hadn't occupied in
nearly fifteen years. Humble beginnings however, would eventually
kick in and salve the burr under his saddle that was the woman
chosen to guide him. Why Ed had proclaimed her to be his brightest,
most promising talent remained to be seen, remained even to be
hinted at, quite frankly. Thank goodness, patience and persistence
were old friends who would see him through this experiment.

"It's just Paul," he said extending a hand
to shake Lydia's.

She didn't hesitate even a second, like
shaking a proffered hand was an automatic reflex. Her grip was warm
and sure, with firm steady pressure he found almost shocking in
such a small woman, but her skin was soft and feminine. She
couldn't top more than five feet plus maybe three inches, with her
head nearly a full foot below his. Her corporate picture had
obviously been taken on one of her better days because today's
Lydia looked disheveled, frustrated and mightily pissed off.
Judging from the loud voices he had detected when he decided to
stroll into Ed's office at his appointed time, she possessed a
temper, too. The only parts of her that matched her picture to a
tee were those flashing green eyes. Even the stern glasses perched
atop her nose couldn't hide those. The blown out tresses of deep
ebony in her photo had ceded to a shock of corkscrew curls that
tumbled to her shoulders, the sides secured by two large and
hideous barrettes.

Ed, who had been inspecting the contents of
the coffee shop bag Paul had handed him, finally piped in. "Thank
you for the coffee and muffin. Both are my favorites. I won't ask
how you knew, but chalk it up to talents that will serve you well
as an internal auditor. Welcome to Theriot Enterprises. I hope all
your personal affairs are squared away. The Acadian Lady
sails in three days."

Paul smiled. Ed was as wily as they came.
"Yes, all squared away. I'm really looking forward to it. Not too
many administrative types get to go on a transatlantic cruise for
their new hire orientation and training."

"You're right about that," Lydia said
gravely. Those flashing emerald orbs directed a shotgun spray of
peevishness Ed's way.

Any other situation and he'd have laughed.
Ed let her comment slide, but Paul caught the tightening of his
jaw. Was Miss Johnson usually on the high-handed side or was this
recent behavior?

"Excellent, excellent. I trust you've
already completed your orientation with HR?" Ed tipped his head
downward to peer over the top of his glasses, and Lydia swung her
gaze to him in concert.

"Yes, took care of all that, including the
tour and paperwork yesterday." He forced a smile on his face,
hoping he'd given the correct answer.

Ed nodded. "I'll leave you in Lydia's
capable hands, then. A word of warning, though. Lydia doesn't
suffer fools lightly, so turn your listening skills on and take
good notes or she'll toss you overboard mid-cruise." The chuckle
that burst from Ed's lips unsettled him to the point where his own
smile fell only to take lodgings on Lydia's face.

"Ed, can I finish speaking with you
privately, please?" Lydia asked.

Ed turned his back on her as he moved behind
his desk. "No, you may not. I have another appointment. Your
business case is duly logged and noted but is denied."

Paul suppressed the urge to grin as Lydia's
face fell. He needed to work with this woman, no matter how
prickly, to achieve his end goal: determine why the
Acadian's customer satisfaction feedback had been dropping
with each successive cruise.

Lydia sniffed. "Fine. This way, Paul. We'll
get you a desk then grab a conference room to go over the
basics."

"Let's do it." He couldn't help the curl of
one side of his mouth. Too late to check himself, he raised his
muffin bag to cover a faux cough. Lydia wasn't fooled though. She
must have seen it. The furrows between her brows gave her away.

"Uh-huh. We're on the second floor," she
announced walking with purpose toward the elevator. She obviously
assumed he followed, which of course he did.

"How many cruises have you done?" he asked.
He already knew the answer—six—but wanted to hear it from her as a
test of her truthfulness.

"This will be my lucky seventh." She added
in a tone as dry as the Sahara, "Yay."

They wound their way past a sea of cubicles
before she stopped at one and pointed to the desk. "You can borrow
this one for now if you need a computer or a phone." Her gaze
trawled the area between his hip and shoulder. "Do you have a
briefcase somewhere you need to fetch?"

"No. Just me and my breakfast." He lifted
his coffee cup and bakery bag to her eye level.

"Alright ... then let's go find a conference
room to park in for the next few days." She motioned him inside the
Lafayette room, said, "Have a seat. I'll be back with the training
materials," and then disappeared into a maze of nearby
cubicles.

Paul took the chair on the far side of the
table and pulled out his phone to check for messages. He deleted
the one from Olivia without reading it. Some people really needed
to get a better grip on the meaning of the word "over". The message
from his administrative assistant, Devon, confirmed he had a
suitable house and pet sitter for his upcoming absence. Devon also
sent word the IRS had showed up with an army of agents prepared to
audit his past five years' returns. Unlike Devon, Paul wasn't
worried. He'd be back in two weeks and had a platoon of accountants
to protect his interests, two facts he had to patiently explain for
the umpteenth time. Overly-excitable was too tame of a description
for his assistant at times.

"No cell phones during training, please,"
Lydia barked upon entering the room carrying an arm full of
notebooks. She dropped them on the table in front of him with loud
bang.

"For me? You shouldn't have," he
drawled.

Lydia crossed her arms at her chest. "I
think we need to get a couple of things straight."

Paul kicked back in his chair, the picture
of ease and relaxation. "I'm listening."

"I'm in charge here, not you. This means you
will," she held out a fist with just her thumb up, "defer and
listen to me." Another finger rose. "Check your sarcasm at the
front door, better yet, leave it at home." A third finger rose.
"Arrive and leave when I say so; take your lunch and breaks when I
say it's time."

"And the fourth and fifth?" he asked,
nodding his head at her hand.

"What?" She followed his gaze to her hand
and relaxed it at her side. "That's enough for now."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Was that sarcasm?" She tilted her head to
the side, catching him in a sidelong suspicious gaze.

"Absolutely not. I'm here to learn, and
you're the best. I am grateful for the training you're going to
provide." Paul gave her his best attempt at humility. He was, after
all, a southern boy and knew his manners, wasn't a total heathen.
Plus, she was amusing in a snappy Chihuahua kind of way, though he
also admired her chutzpah.

Lydia took the chair next to him. "Ok.
That's better. Let's get started with module one then." She flipped
open her notebook and he did the same.

While she perused the page to get her
bearings, he took the opportunity to assess her again. Although not
what anyone would call beautiful, she had a smoldering sex appeal,
a smoky essence that hinted of flames beneath the surface, flames
that could rise up and singe a man if he wasn't careful or paying
attention.

Her skin was flawless—almost devoid of
makeup, sun-kissed with olive undertones, possibly some Spanish or
even Creole blood, especially with that kinky hair.

On her lips she wore a coral tint, no goopy
gloss like so many of his prior girlfriends favored. Beneath her
glasses, her eyes bore only faint traces of liner and mascara.

Her body spoke the same language as
his—naked and horizontal, please, not that he'd object to vertical.
Despite being much shorter than the women he usually dated, all her
points of interest were beautifully formed. She smelled nice, too.
The delicate intertwining scents of almond and woman teased his
nose.

On the negative side, her hair ruled her and
not the other way around. Her clothes were too dowdy and baggy for
someone so young. The glasses she wore were too thick and heavy and
tended to slide down her nose, but they served another important
purpose—they tamped down the impact of those hypnotic emerald
eyes.

But what was he doing assessing her like
this? Even though she thought she was in charge, she was a
subordinate of a subordinate of several more layers of
subordinates. Although his signature wasn't on her paycheck, in the
earlier years, before he acquired a Chief Financial Officer and a
whole bunch of other chiefs, it would have been. He couldn't afford
to think of her in any manner other than purely professional and
with the deference she demanded.

"... and have you done that before?"

He snapped out of his assessment of her and
realized she expected some sort of answer from him. Oh God! What
was the question? Go with the safer answer. "Um, no?"

Lydia dropped her head backward, eyes
closed, and sighed. "What was your major?"

The sharp point of his oldest nemesis jabbed
him in the tender bits. He never graduated from college, never
went. He barely earned his high school diploma but had been in the
workforce since he turned sixteen. Though he'd fought and fought
hard for all his achievements, a college degree had never been
among them. A few courses over the years didn't amount to much when
juxtaposed with the masters’ degrees most of his board of directors
possessed. Paul was good at recognizing talent, though, and in
hiring those with skills that complimented his own and backfilled
his deficits. Still, he couldn't very well tell Lydia he'd never
gone to college. The irony was he'd have never hired himself to do
Jon-Paul Thomas's job.

The man was pure fiction.

"I majored in ..." He pondered the broadest
fields before answering, "Psychology."

"Psychology? Did you take any hospitality
courses, hotel management, auditing ..."

He shook his head as she rattled off the
logical list of coursework that would have made the best quality
control or internal audit specialist.

"Okay. Fine." She gave her head a shake.

"I'm a good chef," he volunteered after a
spark of inspiration hit. He certainly did know his way around the
kitchen, and the bedroom, too, but he doubted she'd appreciate that
sort of brag. He began his empire in the food industry.

"Right. Well I'm sure that'll come in handy
when we go poking around in the kitchen." She gave him a smirk that
didn't sit right with him.

"Are you mocking me?"

"Mocking you?" Lydia pulled her head back
like a turtle withdrawing into its shell. "Why on earth would you
think that?"

He pointed a finger and swirled it around in
front of her face. "You did that head thing, all ghetto-like."

That time she really did roll her eyes.
"Puh-lease. Let's get back to the text. Please read this section,
then do the exercise. I've got to go work on a project and will be
back in two hours. You should finish it by then so use any extra
time you have remaining to take a bio break."

Wasting none of her own, she rose and swept
out of the room on Roadrunner legs, legs he watched walk out the
door and down the hall, legs that ended in a full, rounded ass with
just the right amount of jiggle.

"Stop it, Theriot!" he scolded himself under
his breath. No. He would not objectify her and sabotage his
mission, even though, he thought ruefully, her ass would fit
perfectly in his hands.


Chapter Three

If Lydia used the term, "materially
significant" one more time, Paul would not be responsible for hands
that slowly encircled her throat and choked off the remaining
supply in her verbal arsenal. After two and a half days of
training, he was nearly ready to chuck plan A and move on to plan
B.

The woman who had once sent his thoughts
into erotic daydream territory had been replaced by one who droned
on and on and on when she wasn't making him watch dead dull
instructional videos. Most were about the Acadian Lady,
boating safety, cruise ship hospitality—all stuff he already knew.
If what she taught him about auditing was what she and her staff
used to do day in and day out, they deserved the handsome salaries
he paid them. Too bad someone in the higher levels had shut down
the secret shops over a year ago because they were expensive. Bad
decision for Mardi Gras, and even worse for the decision-maker now
collecting severance.

Fortunately, he "got" the gist of the job
and managed to avoid the stare of scorn by the middle of the second
day. He even collected a few compliments that swelled his head more
than they should have. Somehow she'd made him crave her approval.
Odd, that sort of voodoo.


With his final exam completed nearly four hours ahead of schedule,
he wondered if Lydia might dismiss him early. The emails from his
usual job had to be piling up. His poor assistant had been working
round the clock taking dictation of his email responses over the
cell phone and doing all the homework Lydia doled out the first two
nights.

She handed him back his final exam. "You
passed with an overall score of 86%. Good job, Paul," and then she
did something he'd waited and prayed for since day one—she smiled.
Not a thin-lipped, polite but disingenuous smile. He'd seen that
too many times when she pointed out his errors and explained what
he should have done instead. No, this time she actually showed her
teeth. Her smile lit her up behind those luminous eyes. The lust
that had yawned and lay down for a nap after day one stirred to
life again with a kick to the groin. Damn, how did she do that?
"You got a perfect score on the social skills section—the highest
I've ever seen—and a 98% on the statistics section, also the
highest I’ve ever seen. Where you lost a ton of points was on the
writing and grammar—only 65%, and I was being generous. You'll have
to work on that, especially your spelling and grammar. Be sure to
use spell check. A lot."

His lifelong nemesis gave him the finger,
but he gave it back. Once again, his social and mathematical skills
helped him hurdle the massive gaps in his patch-worked education.
"I passed? Really? Let me see." He scooted closer to the table,
took the test and scanned her red tick marks next to all the
questions. After handing it back, he said, "I'm a terrible writer.
I know that. But I passed. Cool! I really am as awesome as I
thought."

Her smile returned. "Today you are!" She
gave him a mock punch in the arm.

He winced with mock pain and rubbed his arm.
"Ow! Tender trainee here."

"Riiight. You might want to take some
refresher classes in Business English when you get back, but with
time and practice you'll get better at that, too. I'll write up the
official secret shop results report so you won't have to worry too
much, so long as I can understand your work papers. And that’s
another critical point I want to reinforce. I do all the reporting
of our findings. Not you. You help me with the test work, but you
don’t breathe a word to anyone about who you are, why you’re on the
ship or any opinions you may form. I can't stress enough how
critical your discretion is."

“I’m your silent partner. Got it.” He wanted
to laugh at the idea that anything he discovered could not be
shared with J. P. Theriot, himself, until she did the telling. That
would be an interesting conversation when the time came.

“So put that away now. We need to pull
together our cover story and our work program for the cruise. We
only have about four hours, which is not much, so we're going to
have to cram. The ship sails tomorrow, and we have to be ready."
Her glasses slid down her nose, and she peered over their tops at
him, Ed's protégé through and through.

"Cover story?" he asked.

"Yes. We can't just march across the
gangplank and announce that we're from Corporate. Kinda defeats the
point of the word 'secret' in secret shopper, ya know?" She clicked
her pen and hovered her hand over the page. "They check the
passports, of course, so our names are a given, but that's all they
would know about us. The rest we can make up, but we should be
consistent."

"Do you expect people to quiz us?" The idea
of people pumping him for information left him cold. He liked to
keep a low profile. Always.

"Not as such, but part of secret shopping is
partaking in the ship's events and talking to other passengers—a
lot. If we're together, the expectation is we're a couple. Now we
can be brother and sister, cousins, or you can be my gay best
friend, or—"

"Seems more likely I'd be your lover."
Lydia's mouth remained suspended in an open, gaping fashion at his
interruption. "What? Is that not kosher or something?" He leaned in
closer, just to see how much he might be able to make her squirm.
Her reaction had an odd energizing effect on him.

"Married couple is the more appropriate
term," she said with a lift of one brow. Cool trick.

"I don't see what difference a ring makes."
He drummed his fingers on the table and pursed his lips. Her
hackles were up. Why?

"It just does. Moving on. I think the
best—"

"Very well, we can be married. I'm sure the
company can produce a matching pair of wedding bands for us,
right?"

She slowly lay down her pen and clasped her
hands on the notebook. "If we say we're married then for
appearances we'll be expected to share a cabin. I wouldn't share a
tiny cabin with a woman I didn't know, let alone a man. We'll be
old college friends on a holiday jaunt together."

"No. I don't think so," he said shaking his
head. "Nobody spends that kind of money on a transatlantic cruise
to go with an opposite sex platonic friend. Sorry, but I would
never buy that story. How did you used to do these secret shopper
cruises?"

"I never did one with a partner."

"Did anyone else?" Certain features of the
cruises were geared to couples. If the company had never secret
shopped those features, they hadn't been doing their jobs
correctly, social comforts be damned.

"Well, yes, occasionally. Those types of
observations were very expensive, taking two shoppers off the
roster for nearly two weeks. There was a point of diminishing
returns with more than one shopper. Two people tended to see the
exact same things, so management discontinued the practice." Her
gaze skated away, skimming the wall just over his left shoulder. He
sensed her disagreement with the decision.

"But when they did send two, they were
always the same sex and shared a cabin, yes?" That would explain a
lot.

"The company didn't like to give away one
cabin let alone two, so shoppers were expected to share. Mixed sex
couples took two rooms out of commission." Lydia nodded as if
pleased with her explanation.

"I guess that makes sense, but I'll also bet
there are state rooms and multi bedroom suites that aren't sold and
are otherwise vacant, especially given the Acadian Lady's
dropping passenger rates. It's probably easier to sell a cheaper
cabin than it is to fill a stateroom at the last minute."

"No, it's not actually. It's the other way
around. The nicest ones go first, especially at the last
minute."

He pondered her words a second. They needed
to do the couples thing. The Acadian was known for being a
honeymoon cruise ship. "How about we're engaged and are planning a
shipboard wedding?"

Lydia shook her head. "No, that wouldn't
solve anything. After about a day the expectation is we'd be having
the ceremony and sharing a cabin. Who spends the week before their
wedding on a transatlantic cruise ship? Plus, you're getting off
two days early in Provence. How would we explain that? Doesn't make
any sense. Look, we're just going to have to be best friends who
like to do the couple thing. You can be gay."

Paul laughed. "I don't think so. You can be
a lesbian. I don't do gay."

"Homophobe?" She skewered him with that
one.

"No, just a really bad actor when it comes
to attraction." Put that in your pipe and smoke it, beb!

"Fine. I'll be the lesbian."

"The bossy domme type so when you're
training me, nobody will think it odd." He gave her a rude
wink.

Her index fingers and thumbs formed a
"W".

Whatever back atcha!

She engaged her pen again, hovering the tip
over the page. "Now that we have that out of the way, where were
you born?"

"New Orleans. You?"

"Wilmington, North Carolina. I hear a Cajun
accent from you every so often—diss, dere, dat, for this, there,
and that—and a few French words and Cajun sayings. Sometimes your
questions are kinda jumbled, word order-wise."

"Laissez les bons temps rouler. I'll
have to watch that. I try to avoid it at work. Makes people think
I'm a swamp hick." More of Lydia's strange voodoo must have
loosened his control.

"Hmm." She scribbled both cities down in a
grid she drew on the open page. "How old are you?"

"Thirty. How old are you?"

Her dark head lifted and she narrowed her
eyes. "Thirty? Huh."

"What does that mean?" Elbows crossed on the
table, he leaned forward to get in her space.

"Nothing." Her head dropped back down.

"Tell me," he said in a low growly voice. He
was actually thirty-five but figured he needed to be younger to
better carry off the new trainee ruse. Being told he looked younger
than his actual age obviously didn't work for everyone if he
interpreted her questioning correctly. Let her challenge him on it,
first, before overreacting.

She must have heard the warning note, for
she arranged her features into one of apology. "It's just ... you
look a little more mature than thirty. That's all. I shouldn't have
said anything. Sorry. Anyway, we're way over-thinking this. Mardi
Gras will get us two nondescript cabins, whatever's available, and
we'll pose as a couple. Nobody needs to know any more than that. I
mean it's not like we're going to be sending Christmas cards to
anyone we might meet."

Paul nodded and crossed his arms. She might
not have an issue being tucked away in a tiny airless cabin but he
wasn't all that keen on it. Perhaps a little behind the scenes
manipulation was in order. He could discreetly have it taken care
of and no one would be the wiser, certainly not one cantankerous
Lydia Johnson.

"You haven't told me how old you are
yet," he said. If he had no idea who she was or what she did for a
living, he'd have guessed about twenty-five. Normally he would
never ask a woman her age, but under the circumstances, he had a
handy excuse to get away with it.

"I'm thirty-one," she said, writing.

"You need to write that down?"

Without even lifting her head she said, "I
need to write everything down. I'm a visual person. If there are
any holes in our story, I'm more likely to see it if it's laid out
on paper in front of me." She drew another grid section then wrote:
"Siblings".

"Three sisters and one brother," Paul said,
pre-empting her mid breath from voicing the question.

Her pen scratched the figures down and
without missing a beat, she asked, "Names and ages?"

"Julianne—twenty-seven,
Lisette—twenty-eight, Danielle—thirty-one and Patrick—twenty-two.
You?"

"I'm an only child," she said drawing a dash
on her half of the line dedicated to siblings. "Favorite foods?" A
new line appeared on her page. Her eyes lifted in question to meet
his.

"Cajun," he said simply.

"Cajun," she muttered jotting it down. "I
like that, too." Scratch, scratch, scratch. "And chocolate,
of course."

"Of course. Do you cook, Lydia?"

"Talents" became her next entry. "I don't.
Never really learned. I can boil water, microwave and toast
expertly, however." She bestowed a smile on him that instantly
transformed her into a completely different person—mischievous, sly
and disarmingly sexy.

"Cooking is one of my hobbies, even went to
culinary school." That was the God's honest truth. He loved playing
in his kitchen as much as in his bedroom, and sometimes even
managed to erase the dividing line between the two. "If you're
listing our talents and hobbies, you can add poker, working out,
and fishing to my list." She gave a slight twist to her mouth he
could have interpreted many ways.

"I wish I could say I'm a regular exerciser
but other than walking, I don't—"

"Then we'll change that on the cruise. I
assume hitting a few fitness classes is on the agenda, to get the
full customer experience?"

"It is, but we don't both have to do them.
If that's your bag, you are more than welcome to take full
ownership for that part of our work plan." Her fingers busily
jotted that down in his section of the grid. "I dabble in creative
writing and poetry myself, and like to walk, of course, and hike. I
like cats, too."

He inwardly rolled his eyes. She liked cats.
Of course she did. "I prefer dogs," he said in a deadpan voice.

"And where'd you go to school?"

When he didn't answer, she raised her eyes
to his. Should he lie? How could he not? Best to eliminate at least
one choice first, however. "Where did you go?"

"I'm a Tarheel—University of North Carolina.
Business Administration."

"UCLA. Marketing." The school was huge. He'd
been to L.A. many times, even toured the campus. A couple of his
buddies had gone there. If he had to "phone a friend" for factual
advice he could.

"I thought you said you majored in
Psychology?"

Oops. He forgot. Damage control time.
"Double major."

She must not have been impressed because she
jotted down the details and moved on.

"I see you're left-handed like me," she said
and wrote simultaneously.

He hadn't noticed, nor
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