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      “Grandpa Sully. Grandpa Sully.” Three little girls eagerly flung themselves into the arms of the handsome, ruddy Irishman as soon as he stepped into the courtyard of the Paris hotel.

      Patrick Joseph Sullivan, patriarch of the Sullivan clan, was called Paddy by his friends, and Grandpa Sully by his adored granddaughters.

      “Oh, how I’ve missed this. Missed the three of you.” He scooped them up one by one, loving the feel of chubby arms around his neck and wet, sloppy kisses on his mouth.

      “Look what I made you, Grandpa Sully.” Alex, the oldest, and an avowed tomboy, handed him a bird’s nest she’d found beneath a tree.

      “Well, isn’t this grand.” He knelt beside her and accepted her gift with all the delight of a boy on his birthday. “And what’s this inside?”

      “Eggshell. One of the baby birds left his shell behind when he flew away. See? It’s speckled.” She held up the fragments for his inspection.

      “I see.”

      “Next year, if we’re still here, I’m going to climb up the tree and visit the babies before they’re old enough to fly.”

      “We won’t be here next year.” Celeste, the youngest of the three, with red hair and enormous green eyes, spoke with an air of authority.

      “And why won’t you?” her grandfather asked.

      “Because Mama says hotel people don’t live anywhere for more than a year.”

      “Right you are, my little darlin’. And why is that?”

      “Because there’s always a new hotel needing our help.”

      “Right again.” He turned to his middle granddaughter. “What’s this? A gift for me?”

      Lizbeth dimpled. “It’s called a scone. Cook let me help her in the kitchen this morning. I baked this just for you, Grandpa Sully.”

      He took a bite and gave a hum of pleasure. “Now that was worth flying all the way from Venice, Lizzybeth. I hope you’ll make me more before I leave.”

      “I’m going to make you fifty jillion, Grandpa Sully.” Delighted at the success of her gift, the little girl danced away to pester the hotel cook for more lessons.

      The old man turned to his youngest granddaughter, so serious, so solemn, who had patiently waited her turn, holding her gift behind her back.

      “Do you have something for me, darlin’ lass?”

      She nodded and lifted her hand to reveal a lovely pen and ink drawing of a weathered New England building.

      Patrick Sullivan studied it with a look of admiration. “Did you draw this freehand, or did you trace it?”

      “I drew it, Grandpa Sully. I heard you telling Mama and Papa that it was time for another hotel, and I thought this looked like a nice one.”

      “A nice one indeed. Where did you see it?”

      “In a travel poster. It was in a place called New Hamster.”

      He threw back his head and roared. “That’s New Hampshire, lass. A pretty state in the eastern United States.”

      “Have you been there, Grandpa?”

      “Indeed I have. That’s where my hunting lodge is. Maybe I’ll take you there next summer. Would you like that?”

      The little girl nodded, and for the first time her smile came, bright enough to rival the sun. “Maybe some day I’ll live in a hotel in New Hamst…New Hampshire.”

      Her grandfather gave her a quick hug. “If you do, lass, I’ll expect it to be the most profitable hotel in our chain.”

      “It will be, Grandpa Sully.”

      “That’s my girl.” He caught her hand and started inside the elegant Paris hotel that the children and their parents currently called home.

      It occurred to Paddy Sullivan that of his three granddaughters, this one was the most like him. Driven to be the best at whatever she chose to do. She seemed to not only adapt to change, but to thrive on it. She loved mastering the language and learning the customs of every country in which she lived. And her exposure to art, music and style throughout the world had already given her a cosmopolitan air unusual in one so young.

      Oh, this one was a Sullivan, through and through.

      He had no doubt that his darlin’ Celeste would succeed at whatever she set her mind to.
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        Liberty, New Hampshire

      

      

      “Good morning, Miss Celeste.” The old man holding open the elevator door of the Old Liberty Tavern looked as weathered as the building he guarded so zealously. But, despite the lines etched deeply into his face, and the thatch of white hair, there was a perpetual twinkle in his blue eyes. He stood ramrod straight, the crease in his trousers perfectly pressed, the tip of a crisp handkerchief peeking from the breast pocket of his navy jacket.

      Jeremiah Cross was a fixture at the Old Liberty Tavern, starting work as a dishwasher when he’d been so small he’d had to stand on a stool to reach the sink. He could still remember a time

      where there had been a barn behind the building for the travelers’ horses. Now he greeted guests, held doors and did whatever needed doing, all with warmth and wry New England charm.

      “Good morning, Jeremiah.” Celeste Sullivan gave him a bright smile. She couldn’t decide whether it had been this man, one of her grandfather’s closest friends, or the location that had first won her heart. A year in this picturesque setting wasn’t nearly enough. The old Yankee town of Liberty was New England to its core. It could have easily been used on travel posters, nestled as it was between the massive slopes of the White Mountains and bounded by pristine lakes and woods of towering pine. There was even a covered bridge and an ancient mill still operating beside a sparkling pond.

      “The weatherman says it’s going to be a perfect summer day.”

      He smiled. “Yes, indeed. A good thing, too. The Rotary Club plans on holding its monthly luncheon in the courtyard.”

      “Thanks for reminding me, Jeremiah.” She swept past him into the foyer, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll be sure to put in an appearance.”

      “They’ll appreciate that, my dear.”

      Bitsy Hillerman, home from college for the summer, stood at the reception area talking on the phone. Her name was actually Betsy, but because of her tiny stature she’d been dubbed Bitsy by the other employees. She looked up and waved as her boss breezed past. Celeste returned the salute before disappearing inside her office.

      “’Morning, Ms. Sullivan.” Celeste’s new assistant-in-training, Daniel O’Malley, got to his feet and reached over the desk to hand her a bundle of papers. Recently arrived from the Sullivan-owned Castle Dunniefey in Ireland, his brogue was thick enough to cut.

      “Your mail. And a list of today’s activities. There’s to be a luncheon in the courtyard at noon.”

      Celeste nodded. “The Rotary Club. What else?”

      He scanned the list. “The B.M.C. Corporation is scheduled for the main dining room. A business lunch and motivational speaker. They’re scheduled to end at five. There’s a wine-tasting, sponsored by the local restaurants to benefit the Liberty Children’s Hospital, from six-thirty to eight, followed by Dinner Under The Stars in the courtyard. And the Liberty High School is taking over the ballroom tonight for their prom.”

      When he paused to take a breath, Celeste gave a smile of satisfaction. “Well, Daniel, I’d say that’s a pretty fair Friday.”

      So much for the fear that the Old Liberty Tavern was doomed for the wrecking ball. She’d been here less than a year and already the profits were through the roof. Of course, she’d had to give up any thought of a social life to achieve her goal. And she’d moved from a nearby cottage on the grounds to a top-floor suite so that she could be closer to her work. Work which often ran to eighteenand twenty-hour days.

      Still, she thought as she turned toward her inner office, success was the sweetest revenge.

      With her hand on the knob, Daniel said, “If you could wait a bit, Ms. Sullivan.”

      She glanced over her shoulder.

      “There’s someone in there to see you.”

      “Really? Who?”

      “A representative from Van Dorn Hotels.” Daniel picked up a business card from his desk. “Mr. Andrew Hampton.”

      Celeste’s smile faded as she accepted the card from his hand. She stared at the name as though unable to believe what she was reading. Then she leaned a hand on the back of a chair to steady herself as she read his title. Executive vice-president.

      He’d wasted no time.

      It took her only an instant to compose herself. By the time she turned toward her door, there was no sign of the nerves simmering just below the surface.

      She opened the door and stepped into her inner office, smoothly switching the papers to her left hand so that she could offer a handshake to the man who got quickly to his feet.

      “Hello, Drew.”

      “Celeste.”

      She kept the contact brisk, impersonal. If she felt a sizzle of heat along her arm, she ignored it as she stepped around her desk and took a seat.

      Her visitor did the same, waiting until she was seated to settle himself in the chair, crossing his legs at the ankles in a relaxed manner. She wondered if it was all a pose. The Drew Hampton she’d known was about as relaxed as a panther coiled on a high perch, about to strike any unsuspecting prey foolish enough to let down its guard.

      Celeste was grateful for the desk between them. But it wasn’t nearly enough of a barrier to protect her from the almost palpable energy that seemed to radiate from this man.

      How was it possible for him to look even better than she remembered? Tall. Tan. Fit. His dark hair cut razor short. Those gray eyes full of shadow and mystery. His lips, those incredible lips, smiling at her in a way that always managed to tug at her heart.

      “What brings you to the States, Drew? I thought you’d found a home on the French Riviera. Or was it London?”

      “London. But the powers-that-be at Van Dorn Hotels decided they wanted to turn my talents in another direction.”

      She glanced at his business card, then tossed it aside. “I see you’ve climbed the corporate ladder.”

      He nodded. “I’m in purchasing.”

      “As in supplies?”

      He heard the hint of sarcasm. His smile was slow and lazy. “Hotel sites. We’re looking to expand across the country.”

      “What are you doing in Liberty? Isn’t this just a little off the beaten track?”

      “Not at all. In fact, it’s come to our attention that, after charting its profits for the past year, this historic old inn has become a prime piece of property.”

      Even while she absorbed the pleasure of knowing that her success was being followed by the competition, she felt a quick sting of annoyance. “Sorry. It’s not for sale.”

      “That’s not what your grandfather hinted.”

      She stiffened. Her voice took on an edge of anger. “You talked to Grandpa Sully about this?”

      “He’s still chairman of the board of Sullivan Hotels, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, but…”

      Drew held up a hand. “I don’t want you to think I was going behind your back, Celeste. But you know how these things work. Van Dorn stated their intention. Sullivan Hotels invited us to observe the operation and look over the books, before making an offer to purchase.”

      Her hands closed around the edge of the desk, gripping so tightly her knuckles whitened. “Grandpa Sully gave you permission to…observe my operation?”

      “He not only gave his permission…” Drew shrugged. “…he encouraged me to spend as much time as I wanted. I’d call that a friendly overture toward arriving at some sort of amicable arrangement that would suit both our companies.” He gave her a measured look. “I’m surprised he didn’t call and let you know I’d be coming.”

      Knowing her grandfather, he’d have called her private number rather than her business phone. Celeste thought about the telephone answering machine in her suite. Had she remembered to play it the last couple of nights? Not that she could recall. She’d put in so many hours, starting at dawn, finally collapsing into bed after midnight, she’d barely had time to wash off her makeup before it was time to get dressed again.

      “He may have called.” The way Drew was watching her made her yearn for somewhere to hide. He knew her well enough to see through her discomfort. “I’m afraid I’ll be too busy today to show you around. But if you’d like my assistant…”

      He was already on his feet, his smile still in place. “That isn’t necessary. I assure you, Celeste, I don’t intend to get in your way. Just go about your business as though I’m not even here. I’ll just tag along like your shadow.” He started toward the door, then turned. “The young woman at the reservation desk, Bitsy, has already offered to see to my room. I’m afraid it will have to be an openended reservation, since I don’t know how long I’ll be here. No more than a day or two at most.”

      When he was gone Celeste sat staring at the closed door. She couldn’t recall a single word she’d spoken. All she knew was that Drew Hampton had just walked back into her life. As casually, as callously, as he had once walked out. And all those feelings she’d worked so hard to bury had just come rushing back to taunt her.

      She ought to hate him. Wanted to. But at the moment all she could think about was the way she’d felt when their hands had touched. The same jolt of electricity charging through her system with all the force of a lightning bolt. And the heat she’d experienced just looking at his mouth, remembering how it felt pressed to hers.

      She shoved back her chair and got to her feet. What kind of a fool was she that she’d sit here and allow him to open up old wounds? Allow him to draw blood all over again? Drew Hampton had trampled on her heart in his haste to get to the top of the corporate ladder. She was older now. Smarter. And definitely tougher. She’d survived the pain by immersing herself in her work. That would be her salvation now. A day or two, he’d said. Fine. For the next day or two she intended to fill every hour of both day and night with hard, satisfying work. And when he left her this time, she’d have the satisfaction of telling him not to let the door hit his backside on the way out.

      

      Drew stood back watching as Celeste moved among the tables in the courtyard, pausing to greet every guest by name. They responded with smiles and jokes and friendly remarks.

      People had always been her strong suit. It was a Sullivan gift, passed down from parent to child. Maybe it was the Irish in them, he thought. The Sullivan family had never met a stranger they couldn’t charm into becoming a friend.

      That first sight of her had been quite a jolt. He’d thought that he’d had plenty of time to prepare himself during the long flight from London. But nothing could prepare a man for a woman like Celeste Sullivan. He watched her with more than a trace of admiration. She was quite a package. The red hair was shorter now, chin length, tucked behind one ear. The green eyes may have been cool when they met his, but he’d been reminded of the way they could gleam like fire when she was aroused. The pale green suit was Armani, quiet, elegant, understated. But it couldn’t hide the killer body underneath. A body he’d once known as intimately as his own. Even her perfume had been the same as he’d remembered. A light floral fragrance that he could still smell in his dreams. He’d spent many a night waking in a sweat, his body yearning for hers, his lungs filled with the fragrance of wildflowers.

      In the privacy of her office it had taken every ounce of self-control to keep from dragging her into his arms and covering those pouting lips with his. Even now, watching her as she talked and laughed easily with her guests, the mere sway of her hips had his throat going dry, his hands clenching into fists at his sides.

      His cell phone rang. He snatched it from his inside pocket and answered it on the second ring. “Drew Hampton.”

      “Andrew.”

      “Mr. Van Dorn.” Drew’s tone sharpened when he recognized the voice of the chairman of the board of Van Dorn Hotels. A man who’d made it abundantly clear when he’d hired Drew that he was already scouting a successor.

      Like Patrick Sullivan, Eric Van Dorn had spent a lifetime owning and operating hotels. Though the two men were friendly rivals, their attitudes about life and business were very different. Patrick Sullivan’s work was his life. Eric Van Dorn had a life apart from his work. A life that seemed to call to him more with each passing year.

      “So. What do you think about the potential of our latest addition to the company?”

      Drew knew he ought to be flattered that the chairman considered the deal already finalized. It was a tribute to his skill as a negotiator. But instead he felt a quick flash of annoyance. These things couldn’t be decided on a whim and a glance. “It looks interesting. But hardly a done deal. I’ll need some time to look around.”

      “Don’t take too long, Andrew. I wouldn’t want this fish to wiggle off the hook.”

      Drew winced. Everyone in the company knew how much the chairman loved fly-fishing. It was, in fact, the real love of his life. He yearned to retire and spend his days on a quiet wilderness lake, in pursuit of the legendary catch. Because of that fact his employees had learned to couch all their discussions in language that would appeal to him.

      “Don’t you worry, Mr. Van Dorn. As soon as I figure out the best lure, I’ll reel it in for you.”

      “See that you do, Andrew. Van Dorn Hotels need all the big ones they can net. And these statistics on the Old Liberty Tavern are looking better all the time.”

      Drew disconnected and returned his phone to his pocket. The sound of Celeste’s laughter carried on the breeze.

      What the hell had he been thinking, agreeing to come here to observe the operation? At the time it had seemed like a good idea. Now he was beginning to second-guess himself.

      In today’s competitive market there were plenty of hotels and inns that were going under, and could be bought for a bargain. This wasn’t the only one his company had an interest in. But the fact that it was showing such a marked profit when, just a year ago it was failing, had moved it to the top of the company’s wish list.

      When Drew had realized that Celeste was the one responsible for its success, he’d been instantly attracted. And when the board of directors asked him to handle this fact-finding mission, he’d been more than ready.

      Now they’d expect a miracle. And, he thought watching Celeste shaking hands with the officers of the Rotary Club, that’s probably what it would take for him to make a deal here.

      He might be able to persuade the board of Sullivan Hotels to sell at a profit. After all, a year ago they’d been ready to bail out of a sinking ship. But that was before Celeste had stepped in and pumped up the business. He’d seen the way she’d looked when she’d learned that her grandfather had already approved the first step in this buy-out. It had been more than professional competitiveness that had flared darkly in her eyes. She’d been personally offended. And more wounded than she’d wanted to let on.

      With Celeste, he realized, this wasn’t just about business. Knowing how she operated, he’d be willing to bet that she’d been pouring her heart and soul into this operation. Eating and sleeping costcontrol and profit-and-loss figures. She’d probably put her life on hold just to make this place a success. And now, he was threatening to buy it out from under her.

      No, he thought. With Celeste, it wasn’t about business. Especially now that she’d met the competition. Seeing him here had made it much more personal.

      But then, hadn’t it been the same for him? The minute he’d seen her name in the financial records, he’d known that this was where he wanted to be.

      He stopped beside a lovely fountain and, with his hands linked behind his back, stared down into the falling water as though searching for something in its depths. It was time for a little honesty. Though he may have fooled himself into thinking so in the beginning, it was no longer honest to suggest, even to himself, that he was merely here on business. He’d come to Liberty for something much deeper. Something infinitely more important than making another score in the world of hotel finance.

      He and Celeste had parted badly. His fault, he knew. That knowledge still rubbed his heart raw. He intended to use this opportunity to finish what they’d started a long time ago.

      One way or another.
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      “Ms. Sullivan.”

      Celeste held the cell phone to her ear as she continued across the courtyard. “Yes, Daniel.” She smiled at several of her employees while she listened attentively to the voice of her assistant.

      “You asked me to let you know when the representative from the linen service arrived. He’s here in your office.”

      “Thanks, Daniel. I’ll be right there.” She tucked the phone into her pocket and started toward the executive offices, pausing now and then to speak to the wait staff cleaning up from the noon luncheon.

      All morning she’d been achingly aware of Drew dogging her footsteps. Like a shadow, he’d said. But it felt more like a burr. One that stuck to her skin. Not enough to be painful, but just enough to be exceedingly uncomfortable.

      It had been a struggle to ignore the prickling along her spine that signaled his presence directly behind her. But it had spurred her on to lose herself even more completely in her work. In the four hours since she’d left her office, she hadn’t once paused for breath.

      But that didn’t mean that she had managed to forget him for even a moment.

      When she passed the front desk she saw Jeremiah Cross assisting an elderly woman with her luggage. She felt a flash of alarm. At his age, such work could be dangerous. Still, she knew better than to suggest such a thing to him. Instead she stepped behind the desk and peered into the back room, where two college students, working as bellmen for the summer, were on their lunch break.

      The taller of the two looked up. “Did you need something, Ms. Sullivan?”

      She nodded and said quietly, “Jeremiah needs some help.”

      The two set aside their sandwiches and sodas and hurried out front to lend a hand. As Celeste continued on toward her office, she saw with satisfaction that the young men were hauling the suitcases, while Jeremiah was free to escort their guest into the elevator.

      Behind her Drew merely smiled. Leave it to Celeste to handle delicate matters with diplomacy. The old man wouldn’t even notice that she’d intervened.

      She stepped into her office and Daniel got to his feet. “I asked the gentleman from the linen service to wait in your office. His name is Frank Cormeyer.”

      “Thank you, Daniel. Will you take a message to our young bellmen, please. From now on, I want one of them on duty at all times. They’re not to take their breaks together.”

      She said this in the same conversational tone she always used. And yet her assistant noted the thread of steel beneath the words.

      He nodded. “I’ll see to it right away.”

      Celeste opened the door to her inner office and stepped inside. And though it would have given her immense pleasure to close the door in Drew’s face, she knew she had to honor her grandfather’s word and permit him entry into every phase of her operation.

      “Mr. Cormeyer?” She watched as a burly man with graying hair and the face of a boxer, with a flattened nose and a long, thin scar beneath his left eye, lumbered to his feet and towered over her.

      “That’s right.” He looked from her to the man who entered behind her. “I was told to wait in here to meet with the boss. I guess that’d be you.”

      Drew shook his head. “You’d guess wrong. I’m just a visitor. Ms. Sullivan is the boss here.”

      “Celeste Sullivan.” She offered her hand.

      The man swallowed back his surprise and returned her handshake.

      “Now, Mr. Cormeyer.” She rounded the desk and sat facing him. “We signed a contract with your company in good faith. You promised to deliver clean linen to our inn between the hours of nine and eleven every day except Sunday.”

      He nodded. “I explained to the head of your housekeeping department. Our trucks had a few breakdowns.”

      “A few? In the last thirty days, your truck has been late seventeen times. That’s seventeen days that our household staff was late making up rooms for incoming guests.”

      “Look. We supply a lot of businesses. You act like you’re the only one we have to worry about.” He shrugged. “What’s a couple of hours here and there?”

      “I’ll tell you what a couple of hours mean to a business like ours, Mr. Cormeyer. First and foremost, unhappy guests who won’t choose to stay at the Old Liberty Tavern next time they’re in town, because when they checked in, they found the bed unmade, the bath linens soiled. And then there’s the matter of overtime for the household staff forced to stay late in order to finish their chores. Every time your linen service is late, you’re costing me time and money.”

      “I’ll talk to our drivers.”

      She steepled her hands and studied him across the desk. “That would be wise, Mr. Cormeyer. You see I spoke with our legal firm this morning and they have informed your company in writing that one more late delivery will find you in violation of your contract. It will result in immediate termination.”

      He leaned forward, wearing a scowl guaranteed to freeze the heart of anyone foolish enough to oppose him. “Look, missy. Don’t try cutting off your nose to spite your face. If you terminate our contract, what’ll you do for linen for this place?”

      She kept her tone even, her smile in place. “I met with two of your competitors yesterday. Both of them agreed to meet or beat your price, and gave me a guarantee of early-morning delivery.” She glanced at her watch. “You might want to wait at the rear loading dock for your driver. He’s now overdue by more than two hours. I left word with my housekeeping staff not to accept delivery until you had a chance to speak with him.”

      The man’s face was suffused with color as he shuffled to his feet. If he’d thought to frighten this small, elegant female with his back-alley manners, she’d called his bluff. “I’ll speak with him. He won’t be late again.”

      She stood as well. “Thank you, Mr. Cormeyer. I appreciate that.”

      When the door closed behind him, Drew saw the way she took in one long, slow breath before sinking back down to her chair.

      He felt a wave of admiration for the way in which she’d handled the situation.

      Without a word he let himself out of her office, allowing her some much-deserved privacy.

      

      “Thanks, Daniel.” Celeste handed her assistant a pile of documents bearing her signature. “I think that’s the last of the correspondence. At least for now.”

      As he was walking out of her office, Drew appeared, carrying a linen-covered tray.

      She looked up in annoyance. “What’s this?”

      “Lunch.” He set it in the center of her desk and lifted the linen napkin to reveal a large salad and a basket of crusty dinner rolls, accompanied by a pot of tea and two cups. “I spoke with your cook, Marcus, and he said you haven’t taken time for breakfast or lunch in weeks.”

      “How would he know? Maybe I eat in the privacy of my room.”

      “Yeah. And maybe you’re cooking on a hot plate. We both know how much you love cooking for yourself.” He grinned and began arranging the salad in two crystal bowls. Then he drew a chair beside hers and handed her a cruet of olive oil and red wine vinegar.

      She stared down at the salad of tomatoes and onions drizzled with Gorgonzola cheese. “I haven’t tasted this since…”

      “Rome,” he finished for her.

      “That’s right. That little inn.” She saw him looking at her and ducked her head. But after one bite, she couldn’t hide her pleasure. “Oh, this is wonderful. I didn’t know Marcus even had this recipe.”

      “He didn’t. I made it.”

      “You did?” She took another bite before breaking a roll and handing him half.

      Their fingers brushed. This time, instead of being annoyed, she found the rush of heat pleasantly soothing. Like a half-remembered dream.

      It wasn’t that she was softening her attitude about Drew. It was merely the presence of food. And not just any food.

      “I didn’t know you liked to cook.”

      “One of my many newly acquired talents. It was either that, or starve when I found myself in a little out-of-the-way inn with no room service.” He dipped the roll into a mixture of olive oil and vinegar, with a sprinkling of parmesan cheese, and held it to her mouth.

      She had no choice but to taste. This time, when his fingers brushed her lips, the heat was stronger, the feelings much more than merely pleasant. She struggled to push them aside.

      “Umm. That’s delicious. Where did you find this?”

      “I first tasted it on a little Mediterranean island.” He leaned close and lowered his voice to a whisper. “If you’d like, I’ll trust your cook with the secret ingredients.”

      She couldn’t help laughing. “That’s the same thing the cook in that little inn in Rome said to you.”

      He smiled, pleased that she hadn’t forgotten. “No. What he said was he’d trust me with the recipe because I was with the most beautiful woman who had ever graced his dining room. If you recall, he kissed his fingers to his lips and called you sheer perfection.”

      Remembering, Celeste blushed. “And then he brought us a bottle of his best wine and asked if we would share it with him.”

      “I don’t think he cared whether or not I drank any.” Drew chuckled. “In fact, he was hoping I’d get lost so he could have you all to himself.”

      “Not at all, Drew. Don’t you remember?” She touched a hand to his arm, then just as quickly withdrew it. But not before she saw his eyes narrow slightly. “He…” She fought to keep her voice steady. “He enjoyed your company. What’s more, he shared his secret recipe with you. And you have to admit he was a terrific cook.”

      “Yes, he was.” Drew poured tea and placed a steaming cup in front of her. “He was also a shameless flirt.”

      Celeste looked down and was surprised to see that she’d finished every bite of her salad and roll. As she sipped her tea it occurred to her that she felt better than she had in hours.

      Drew had always had a sixth sense about her, knowing when she needed a break to eat, to rest, to marshal her energy for the job at hand. It had been one of the things she’d loved about being with him. After they’d gone their separate ways, she’d missed that more than she’d cared to admit.

      When her phone rang, she reluctantly turned away to answer it. “Yes, Daniel. That’s fine. I’ll take his call. And tell legal to fax those documents. I’ll get back with them as soon as I’ve had time to read through them.”

      She looked up. “Thanks, Drew. That was really nice. But I’m afraid this can’t wait.”

      “No problem.”

      She sighed and watched as Drew set the remains of their lunch on the tray and quietly let himself out of her office.

      It had been a pleasant interlude. But now it was time to get back to reality.

      

      “Just look at them.” Jeremiah Cross stood outside the double doors of the ballroom and watched the parade of high school seniors. The girls floated by in their pastel prom gowns, while the boys made every attempt to look casual in their rented tuxedos. “I don’t believe I was ever that young.”

      Celeste patted his arm. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

      “You?” He swiveled his head to look her in the eye. “You’re in the prime of your life. Why, when I was your age, I had the feeling that the whole world was mine for the taking.”

      “And did you take it, Jeremiah?”

      He winked. “You bet I did. With both hands.” He pointed at the throng of students dancing. “But I never went to one of these.”

      “Neither did I.”

      At her admission he turned to her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that the senior prom is strictly an American tradition. They didn’t offer it in the Swiss boarding school I attended.”

      “Well then, we’re going to have to do something about that little omission from your youth.” The old man made a grand bow. “Miss Celeste Sullivan, may I have this dance?”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to refuse. She’d already lingered here long enough. She had at least a dozen more things to see to before the evening ended. But he looked so sweet, his gnarled old hands reaching out to hers.

      With a laugh she nodded. “Jeremiah, I thought you’d never ask.”

      Fortunately the music was something soft and slow. Not that it would have mattered. Jeremiah Cross appeared to be a man who moved to his own music. He swept her into a graceful waltz, and they moved along the fringes of the dancers.

      Celeste looked up into twinkling blue eyes. “Jeremiah, you’re a wonderful dancer.”

      “Thank you.”

      She shot him a speculative look. “You’re too smooth to be a rookie. Have you been holding out on me? I know we’ve never talked about this before, but were you a professional dancer in your youth?”

      “I did a little of it.”

      “A little? You did more than a little. Where did you do this dancing?”

      “On Broadway. During one of those many breaks to restore my spirit.”

      “Oh, be still my heart. I’m dancing with a professional dancer.”

      “On Broadway we called ourselves hoofers.”

      She gave a laugh as he twirled her and spun her, all the while deftly moving her around the floor until they arrived back where they’d started.

      As the music ended he released her, then made a graceful bow. “Thank you for letting an old man remember his youth.”

      “And thank you, Jeremiah, for my first prom dance.”

      He lifted her hand to his lips, then turned. “Good evening, Mr. Hampton.”

      “Jeremiah.” Drew kept his gaze on Celeste. “What did you mean by your first prom?”

      “I was telling Jeremiah that it’s an American custom. They didn’t have proms at my boarding school.”
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