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				Prologue

				Bar Harbor, 1965

				The moment I saw her, my life was changed. More than fifty years have passed since that moment, and I’m an old man whose hair has turned white, whose body has grown frail. Yet my memories are full of color and strength.

				Since my heart attack, I am to rest every day. So I have come back here to the island—her island—where it all began for me. It has changed, as I have. The great fire in ’47 destroyed much. New buildings, new people have come. Cars crowd the streets without the charm of the jingling carriages. But I am lucky to be able to see it as it was and as it is.

				My son is a man now, a good one who chose to make his living from the sea. We have never understood each other but have dealt together well enough. He has a quiet, lovely wife and a son of his own. The boy, young Holt, brings me a special kind of joy. Perhaps it is because I can see myself in him so clearly. The impatience, the fire, the passions that were once mine. Perhaps he, too, will feel too much, want too much. Yet I can’t be sorry for it. If I could tell him one thing, it would be to grab hold of life and take.

				My life has been full, and I’m grateful for the years I had with Margaret. I was no longer young when she became my wife. What we shared was not a blaze, but the quiet warmth of a banked fire.

				She brought me comfort, and I hope I gave her happiness. She’s been gone for nearly ten years, and my memories of her are sweet.

				Yet it is the memory of another woman that haunts me. This memory is so painfully clear, so complete. No amount of time could dull it. The years have not faded my image of her, nor have they altered by a single degree the desperate love I felt. Yes, feel still—will always feel though she is lost to me.

				Perhaps now that I have brushed so close to death, I can open myself to it again, let myself remember what I have never been able to forget. Once it was too painful, and I lost the pain in a bottle. Finding no comfort there, I at last buried my misery in my work. Painting again, I traveled. But always, always, was pulled back here where I had once begun to live. Where I know I will one day die.

				A man loves that way only once and only if he is fortunate. For me, it was Bianca. It has always been Bianca.

				It was June, the summer of 1912, before the Great War ripped the world apart. The summer of peace and beauty, of art and poetry, when the village of Bar Harbor opened itself to the wealthy and gave refuge to artists.

				She came to the cliffs where I worked, her hand holding that of a child. I turned from my canvas, the brush still in my hand, the mood of the sea and the painting still on me. There she was, slender and lovely, the sunset hair swept up off her neck. The wind tugged at it and at the skirts of the pale blue frock she wore. Her eyes were the color of the sea I was so frantically trying to re-create on canvas. They watched me, curious, wary. She had the pale and luminous skin of the Irish.

				The moment I saw her, I knew I had to paint her. And I think I knew, as we stood in the wind, that I would have to love her.

				She apologized for interrupting my work. The faint and musical lilt of Ireland was in the soft, polite voice. The child now in her arms was her son. She was Bianca Calhoun, another man’s wife. Her summer home was on the ridge above. The Towers, the elaborate castle Fergus Calhoun had built. Even though I had only been on Mount Desert Island a short time, I had heard of Calhoun, and his home. Indeed I had admired the arrogant and fanciful lines of it, the turrets and peaks, The Towers and parapets.

				Such a place suited the woman who stood before me. She had a timeless beauty, a quiet steadiness, a graciousness that could never be taught, and banked passions simmering in her large green eyes. Yes, I was already in love, but then it was only with her beauty. As an artist, I wanted to interpret that beauty in my own way, with paint or pencils. Perhaps I frightened her by staring so intently. But the child, his name was Ethan, was fearless and friendly. She looked so young, so untouched, that it was difficult to believe the child was hers and that she had two more besides.

				She didn’t stay long that day, but took her son and went home to her husband. I watched her walk through the wild roses, the sun in her hair.

				I couldn’t paint the sea anymore that day. Her face had already begun to haunt me.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				She wasn’t looking forward to this. It had to be done, of course. Suzanna dragged a fifty-pound bag of mulch over to her pickup, then muscled it into the bed. That small physical task wasn’t the problem. In fact, she was pleased to be able to make the delivery her second stop on her way home.

				It was the first stop she wished she could avoid. But for Suzanna Calhoun Dumont, duty could never be avoided.

				She’d promised her family that she would speak to Holt Bradford, and Suzanna kept her promises. Or tried to, she thought, and wiped a forearm over her sweaty brow.

				But damn it, she was tired. She’d put in a full day in Southwest Harbor, landscaping a new house, and she had a full schedule the next day. That wasn’t taking into account that her sister Amanda was getting married in little more than a week, or that The Towers was mass confusion in preparation for the wedding and with the remodeling of the west wing. It didn’t even begin to deal with the fact that she had two energetic children at home who would want, and deserved, their mother’s time and attention that evening. Or the paperwork that was piling up on her desk—or the fact that one of her part-time employees had quit just that morning.

				Well, she’d wanted to start a business, Suzanna reminded herself. And she’d done it. She glanced back at her shop, locked for the night with the display of summer blooms in the window, at the greenhouse just behind the main building. It belonged to her—and the bank, she thought with a little smile—every pansy, petunia and peony. She’d proven she wasn’t the incompetent failure her ex-husband had told her she was. Over and over again.

				She had two beautiful children, a family who loved her and a landscaping-and-gardening business that was holding its own. She didn’t even suppose Bax’s claim that she was dull could apply now. Not when she was in the middle of an adventure that had started eighty years before.

				There certainly wasn’t anything mundane about searching for a priceless emerald necklace or being dogged by international jewel thieves who would stop at nothing to get their hands on her great-grandmother Bianca’s legacy.

				Not that she’d been much more than a supporting player so far, Suzanna mused as she climbed into the truck. It had been her sister C.C. who had started it by falling in love with Trenton St. James III, of the St. James Hotels. It had been his idea to turn part of the financially plagued family home into a luxury retreat. In doing so, the old legend of the Calhoun emeralds had leaked to the ever-eager press and had set off a chain reaction that had run a course from the absurd to the dangerous.

				It had been Amanda who had nearly been killed when the desperate and obsessed thief going by the name of William Livingston had stolen family papers he’d hoped would lead him to the lost emeralds. And it had been her sister Lilah who had had her life threatened during the latest attempt.

				In the week that had passed since that night, the police hadn’t turned up a trace of Livingston, or his latest known alias, Ellis Caufield.

				It was odd, she thought as she joined the stream of traffic, how The Towers and the lost emeralds had affected the entire family. The Towers had brought C.C. and Trent together. Then Sloan O’Riley had come to design The Retreat and had fallen in love with Amanda. The shy history professor, Max Quartermain, had lost his heart to Suzanna’s free-spirited sister, Lilah, and both of them had nearly been killed. Again, because of the emeralds.

				There were times Suzanna wished they could forget about the necklace that had belonged to her great-grandmother. But she knew, as they all knew, that the necklace Bianca had hidden away before her death was meant to be found.

				So they continued, following up every lead, exploring every dusty path. Now it was her turn. During his research, Max had uncovered the name of the artist Bianca had loved.

				It was a story that never failed to make Suzanna wistful, but it was just her bad luck that the connection with the artist led to his grandson.

				Holt Bradford. She sighed a little as she drove through the traffic-jammed streets of the village. She couldn’t claim to know him well—wasn’t sure anyone could. But she remembered him as a teenager. Surly, bad tempered and aloof. Of course, girls had been attracted by his go-to-hell attitude. The attraction helped along, no doubt, by the dark, brooding looks and angry gray eyes.

				Odd she should remember the color of his eyes, she mused. But then again, the one time she had seen them up close and personal he’d all but burned her alive with them.

				He’d probably forgotten the altercation, she assured herself. She hoped so. Altercations made her shaky and sweaty, and she’d had enough of them in her marriage to last a lifetime. Certainly Holt wouldn’t still hold a grudge—it had been more than ten years. After all, he hadn’t been hurt very much when he’d taken a header off his motorcycle. And it had been his fault, she thought, setting her chin. She’d had the right of way.

				In any case, she had promised Lilah she would talk to him. Any connection with Bianca’s lost emeralds had to be followed up. As Christian Bradford’s grandson, Holt might have heard stories.

				Since he’d come back to Bar Harbor a few months before, he had taken up residence in the same cottage his grandfather had lived in during his romance with Bianca. Suzanna was Irish enough to believe in fate. There was a Bradford in the cottage and Calhouns in The Towers. Surely between them, they could find the answers to the mystery that had haunted both families for generations.

				The cottage was on the water, sheltered by two lovely old willows. The simple wooden structure made her think of a doll’s house, and she thought it a shame that no one had cared enough to plant flowers. The grass was freshly mowed, but her professional eye noted that there were patches that needed reseeding, and the whole business could use a good dose of fertilizer.

				She started toward the door when the barking of a dog and the rumble of a man’s voice had her skirting around to the side.

				There was a rickety pier jutting out above the calm, dark water. Tied to it was a neat little cabin cruiser in gleaming white. He sat in the stern, patiently polishing the brass. He was shirtless, his tanned skin taut over bone and muscle, and gleaming with sweat. His black hair was curled past where his collar would be if he’d worn one. Apparently he didn’t find it necessary to cover himself with anything more than a pair of ripped and faded cutoffs. She noticed his hands, limber, long fingered, and wondered if he had inherited them from his artist grandfather.

				Water lapped quietly at the boat. Behind it, she saw a fish hawk soar then plummet. It gave a cry of triumph as it rose up again, a silver fish caught wriggling in its claws. The man in the boat continued to work, untouched by or oblivious to the drama of life and death around him.

				Suzanna fixed what she hoped was a polite smile on her face and walked toward the pier. “Excuse me.”

				When his head shot up, she stopped dead. She had the quick but vivid impression that if he’d had a weapon, it would have been aimed at her. In an instant, he had gone from relaxed to full alert, with an edgy kind of violence in the set of his body that had her mouth going dry.

				As she struggled to steady her heartbeat, she noted that he had changed. The surly boy was now a dangerous man. There was no other word that came to mind. His face had matured so that it was all planes and angles, sharply defined. The stubble of a two-day beard added to the rough-and-ready look.

				But it was his eyes once again that dried up her throat. A man with eyes that sharp, that potent, needed no weapon.

				He squinted at her but didn’t rise or speak. He had to give himself a moment to level. If he’d been wearing his weapon, it would have been out and in his hand. That was one of the reasons he was here, and a civilian again.

				He might have forced himself to relax—he knew how—but he remembered her face. A man didn’t forget that face. God knows, he hadn’t. Timeless. In one of his youthful fantasies, he’d imagined her as a princess, lost and lovely in flowing silks. And himself as the knight who would have slain a hundred dragons to have her.

				The memory made him scowl.

				She’d hardly changed, he thought. Her skin was still pale Irish roses and cream, the shape of her face still classically oval. Her mouth had remained full and romantically soft, her eyes that deep, deep, dreamy blue, luxuriously lashed. They were watching him now with a kind of baffled alarm as he took his time looking her over.

				She’d pulled her hair back in a smooth ponytail, but he remembered how it had flowed, long and loose and gleaming blond over her shoulders.

				She was tall—all the Calhoun women were—but she was too thin. His scowl deepened at that. He’d heard she’d been married and divorced, and that both had been difficult experiences. She had two children, a boy and a girl. It was difficult to believe that the slender wand of a woman in grubby jeans and a sweaty T-shirt had ever given birth.

				It was harder to believe, harder to accept, that she could jangle his nerves just by standing ten feet away.

				With his eyes still on hers, he went back to his polishing. “Do you want something?”

				She let out the breath she hadn’t been aware she was holding. “I’m sorry to just drop in this way. I’m Suzanna Dumont. Suzanna Calhoun.”

				“I know who you are.”

				“Oh, well . . .” She cleared her throat. “I realize you’re busy, but I’d like to talk with you for a few minutes. If this isn’t a good time—”

				“What about?”

				Since he was being so gracious, she thought, annoyed, she’d get right to the point. “About your grandfather. He was Christian Bradford, wasn’t he? The artist?”

				“That’s right. So?”

				“It’s kind of a long story. Can I sit down?”

				When he only shrugged, she walked to the pier. It groaned and swayed under her feet, and she lowered herself carefully.

				“Actually, it started back in 1912 or ’13, with my great-grandmother, Bianca.”

				“I’ve heard the fairy tale.” He could smell her now, flowers and sweat, and it made his stomach tighten. “She was an unhappy wife with a rich and difficult husband. She compensated by taking a lover. Somewhere along the line, she supposedly hid her emerald necklace. Insurance if she got up the guts to leave. Instead of taking off into the sunset with her lover, she jumped out of the tower window, and the emeralds were never found.”

				“It wasn’t precisely—”

				“Now your family’s decided to start a treasure hunt,” he went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “Got a lot of press out of it, and more trouble than I imagine you bargained for. I heard you had some excitement a couple of weeks ago.”

				“If you can call my sister being held at knifepoint excitement, yes.” The fire had come into her eyes. She wasn’t always good at defending herself, but when it came to her family, she was a scrapper. “The man who was working with Livingston, or whatever the bastard’s calling himself now, nearly killed Lilah and her fiancé.”

				“When you’ve got priceless emeralds with a legend attached, the rats gnaw through the woodwork.” He knew about Livingston. Holt had been a cop for ten years, and though he’d spent most of that time in Vice, he’d read reports on the slick and often violent jewel thief.

				“The legend and the emeralds are my family’s business.”

				“So why come to me? I turned in my shield. I’m retired.”

				“I didn’t come to you for professional help. It’s personal.” She took another breath, wanting to be clear and concise. “Lilah’s fiancé used to be a history professor at Cornell. A couple of months ago, Livingston, going under the name of Ellis Caufield, hired him to go through the family papers he’d stolen from us.”

				Holt continued to polish the brightwork. “Doesn’t sound like Lilah developed any taste.”

				“Max didn’t know the papers were stolen,” Suzanna said between her teeth. “When he found out, Caufield nearly killed him. In any case, Max came to The Towers and continued his research for us. We’ve documented the emeralds’ existence, and we’ve even interviewed a servant who worked at The Towers the year Bianca died.”

				Holt shifted and continued to work. “You’ve been busy.”

				“Yes. She corroborates the story that the necklace was hidden and that Bianca was in love and planning to leave her husband. The man she was in love with was an artist.” She waited a beat. “His name was Christian Bradford.”

				Something flickered in his eyes then was gone. Very deliberately he set down his rag. He pulled a cigarette from a pack, flicked on a lighter then slowly blew out a haze of smoke.

				“Do you really expect me to believe that little fantasy?”

				She’d hoped for surprise, even amazement. She’d gotten boredom. “It’s true. She used to meet him on the cliffs near The Towers.”

				He gave her a thin smile that was very close to a sneer. “Saw them, did you? Oh, I’ve heard about the ghost, too.” He drew in more smoke, lazily released it. “The melancholy spirit of Bianca Calhoun, drifting through her summer home. You Calhouns are just full of—stories.”

				Her eyes darkened, but her voice remained very controlled. “Bianca Calhoun and Christian Bradford were in love. The summer she died, they met often on the cliffs just below The Towers.”

				That touched a chord, but he only shrugged. “So what?”

				“So there’s a connection. My family can’t afford to overlook any connection, particularly one so vital as this one. It’s very possible she told him where she put the emeralds.”

				“I don’t see what a flirtation—an unsubstantiated flirtation—between two people some eighty years ago has to do with emeralds.”

				“If you could get past this prejudice you seem to have toward my family, we might be able to figure it out.”

				“Not interested in either part.” He flipped open the top of a small cooler. “Want a beer?”

				“No.”

				“Well, I’m fresh out of champagne.” Watching her, he twisted off the top, tossed it toward a plastic bucket then drank deeply. “You know, if you think about it, you’d see it’s a little tough to swallow. The lady of the manor, well-bred, well-off, and the struggling artist. Doesn’t play, babe. You’d be better off dropping the whole thing and concentrating on planting your flowers. Isn’t that what you’re doing these days?”

				He could make her angry, she thought, but he wasn’t going to shake her from her purpose. “My sisters’ lives were threatened; my home has been broken into. Idiots are sneaking around in my garden and digging up my rosebushes.” She stood, tall and slim and furious. “I have no intention of dropping the whole thing.”

				“Your business.” He flicked the cigarette away before jumping effortlessly onto the pier. It shook and swayed beneath them. He was taller than she remembered, and she had to angle her chin to keep her eyes level. “Just don’t expect to suck me into it.”

				“All right then. I’ll just stop wasting my time and yours.”

				He waited until she’d stepped off the pier. “Suzanna.” He liked the way it sounded when he said it. Soft and feminine and old-fashioned. “You ever learn to drive?”

				Eyes stormy, she took a step back toward him. “Is that what this is all about?” she demanded. “You’re still steaming because you fell off that stupid motorcycle and bruised your inflated male ego?”

				“That wasn’t the only thing that got bruised—or scraped or lacerated.” He remembered the way she’d looked. God, she couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Rushing out of her car, her hair windblown, her face pale, her eyes dark and drenched with concern and fear.

				And he’d been sprawled on the side of the road, his twenty-year-old pride as raw as the skin the asphalt had abraded.

				“I don’t believe it,” she was saying. “You’re still mad, after what, twelve years, for something that was clearly your own fault.”

				“My fault?” He tipped the bottle toward her. “You’re the one who ran into me.”

				“I never ran into you or anyone. You fell.”

				“If I hadn’t ditched the bike, you would have run into me. You weren’t looking where you were going.”

				“I had the right of way. And you were going entirely too fast.”

				“Bull.” He was starting to enjoy himself. “You were checking that pretty face of yours in the rearview mirror.”

				“I certainly was not. I never took my eyes off the road.”

				“If you’d had your eyes on the road, you wouldn’t have run into me.”

				“I didn’t—” She broke off, swore under her breath. “I’m not going to stand here and argue with you about something that happened twelve years ago.”

				“You came here to try to drag me into something that happened eighty years ago.”

				“That was an obvious mistake.” She would have left it at that, but a very big, very wet dog came bounding across the lawn. With two happy barks, the animal leaped, planting both muddy feet on Suzanna’s shirt and sending her staggering back.

				“Sadie, down!” As Holt issued the terse command, he caught Suzanna before she hit the ground. “Stupid bitch.”

				“I beg your pardon?”

				“Not you, the dog.” Sadie was already sitting, thumping her dripping tail. “Are you all right?” He still had his arms around her, bracing her against his chest.

				“Yes, fine.” He had muscles like rock. It was impossible not to notice. Just as it was impossible not to notice that his breath fluttered along her temple, that he smelled very male. It had been a very long time since she had been held by a man.

				Slowly he turned her around. For a moment, a moment too long, she was face-to-face with him, caught in the circle of his arms. His gaze flicked down to her mouth, lingered. A gull wheeled overhead, banked then soared out over the water. He felt her heart thud against his. Once, twice, three times.

				“Sorry,” he said as he released her. “Sadie still sees herself as a cute little puppy. She got your shirt dirty.”

				“Dirt’s my business.” Needing time to recover, she crouched down to rub the dog’s head. “Hi, there, Sadie.”

				Holt pushed his hands into his pockets as Suzanna acquainted herself with his dog. The bottle lay where he’d tossed it, spilling its contents onto the lawn. He wished to God she didn’t look so beautiful, that her laugh as the dog lapped at her face didn’t play so perfectly on his nerves.

				In that one moment he’d held her, she’d fit into his arms as he’d once imagined she would. His hands fisted inside his pockets because he wanted to touch her. No, that wasn’t even close. He wanted to pull her inside the cottage, toss her onto the bed and do incredible things to her.

				“Maybe a man who owns such a nice dog isn’t all bad.” She tossed a glance over her shoulder, and the cautious smile died on her lips. The way he was looking at her, his eyes so dark and fierce, his bony face so set had the breath backing up in her lungs. There was violence trembling around him. She’d had a taste of violence from a man, and the memory of it made her limbs weak.

				Slowly he relaxed his shoulders, his arms, his hands. “Maybe he isn’t,” he said easily. “But it’s more a matter of her owning me at this point.”

				Suzanna found it more comfortable to look at the dog than the master. “We have a puppy. Well, he’s growing by leaps and bounds so he’ll be as big as Sadie soon. In fact, he looks a great deal like her. Did she have a litter a few months ago?”

				“No.”

				“Hmm. He’s got the same coloring, the same shaped face. My brother-in-law found him half starved. Someone had dumped him, I suppose, and he’d managed to get up to the cliffs.”

				“Even I draw the line at abandoning helpless puppies.”

				“I didn’t mean to imply—” She broke off because a new thought had jumped into her mind. It was no crazier than looking for missing emeralds. “Did your grandfather have a dog?”

				“He always had a dog, used to take it with him wherever he went. Sadie’s one of the descendants.”

				Carefully she got to her feet again. “Did he have a dog named Fred?”

				Holt’s brows drew together. “Why?”

				“Did he?”

				Holt was already sure he didn’t like where this was leading. “The first dog he had was called Fred. That was before the First World War. He did a painting of him. And when Fred exercised the right de seigneur around the neighborhood, my grandfather took a couple of the puppies.”

				Suzanne rubbed suddenly damp hands on her jeans. It took all of her control to keep her voice low and steady. “The day before Bianca died, she brought a puppy home to her children. A little black puppy she called Fred.” She saw his eyes change and knew she had his attention, and his interest. “She’d found him out on the cliffs—the cliffs where she went to meet Christian.” She moistened her lips as Holt continued to stare at her and say nothing. “My great-grandfather wouldn’t allow the dog to stay. They argued about it, quite seriously. We were able to locate a maid who’d worked there, and she’d heard the whole thing. No one was sure what happened to that dog. Until now.”

				“Even if that’s true,” Holt said slowly, “it doesn’t change the bottom line. There’s nothing I can do for you.”

				“You can think about it, you can try to remember if he ever said anything, if he left anything behind that could help.”

				“I’ve got enough to think about.” He paced a few feet away. He didn’t want to be involved with anything that would bring him into contact with her again and again.

				Suzanna didn’t argue. She could only stare at the long, jagged scar that ran from his shoulder to nearly his waist. He turned, met her horrified eyes and stiffened.

				“Sorry, if I’d known you were coming to call, I’d have put on a shirt.”

				“What—” She had to swallow the block of emotion in her throat. “What happened to you?”

				“I was a cop one night too long.” His eyes stayed steady on hers. “I can’t help you, Suzanna.”

				She shook away the pity he obviously would detest. “You won’t.”

				“Whatever. If I’d wanted to dig around in other people’s problems, I’d still be on the force.”

				“I’m only asking you to do a little thinking, to let us know if you remember anything that might help.”

				He was running out of patience. Holt figured he’d already given her more than her share for one day. “I was a kid when he died. Do you really think he’d have told me if he’d had an affair with a married woman?”

				“You make it sound sordid.”

				“Some people don’t figure adultery’s romantic:” Then he shrugged. It was nothing to him either way. “Then again, if one of the partners turns out to be a washout, I guess it’s tough to come down on the other for looking someplace else.”

				She looked away at that, closing in on a private pain. “I’m not interested in your views on morality, Holt. Just your memory. And I’ve taken up enough of your time.”

				He didn’t know what he’d said to put that sad, injured look in her eyes. But he couldn’t let her leave with that haunting him. “Look, I think you’re reaching at straws here, but if anything comes to mind, I’ll let you know. For Sadie’s ancestor’s sake.”

				“I’d appreciate it.”

				“But don’t expect anything.”

				With a half laugh she turned to walk to her truck. “Believe me, I won’t.” It surprised her when he crossed the lawn with her.

				“I heard you started a business.”

				“That’s right.” She glanced around the yard. “You could use me.”

				The faint sneer came again. “I ain’t the rosebush type.”

				“The cottage is.” Unoffended, she fished her keys out of her pocket. “It wouldn’t take much to make it charming.”

				“I’m not in the market for posies, babe. I’ll leave the puttering around the rose garden to you.”

				She thought of the aching muscles she took home with her every night and climbed into the truck to slam the door. “Yes, puttering around the garden is something we women do best. By the way, Holt, your grass needs fertilizer. I’m sure you have plenty to spread around.”

				She gunned the engine, set the shift in reverse and pulled out.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				The children came rushing out of the house, followed by a big-footed black dog. The boy and the girl skimmed down the worn stone steps with the easy balance and grace of youth. The dog tripped over his own feet and somersaulted. Poor Fred, Suzanna thought as she climbed out of the truck. It didn’t look as though he would ever outgrow his puppy clumsiness.

				“Mom!” Each child attached to one of Suzanna’s jean-clad legs. At six, Alex was already tall for his age and dark as a gypsy. His sturdy tanned legs were scabbed at the knees and his bony elbows were scraped. Not from clumsiness, Suzanna thought, but from derring-do. Jenny, a year younger and blond as a fairy princess, carried the same badges of honor. Suzanna forgot her irritation and fatigue the moment she bent to kiss them.

				“What have you two been up to?”

				“We’re building a fort,” Alex told her. “It’s going to be impregnant.”

				“Impregnable,” Suzanna corrected, tweaking his nose.

				“Yeah, and Sloan said he could help us with it on Saturday.”

				“Can you?” Jenny asked.

				“After work.” She bent to pet Fred, who was trying to push his way through the children for his rightful share of affection. “Hello, boy. I think I met one of your relatives today.”

				“Does Fred have relatives?” Jenny wanted to know.

				“It certainly looked that way.” She walked over to sit with the children on the steps. It was a luxury to sit, to smell the sea and flowers, to have a child under each arm. “I think I met his cousin Sadie.”

				“Where? Can she come to visit? Is she nice?”

				“In the village,” Suzanna said, answering Alex’s rapid-fire questions in turn. “I don’t know, and yes, she’s very nice. Big, like Fred’s going to be when he grows into his feet. What else did you do today?”

				“Loren and Lisa came over,” Jenny told her. “We killed hundreds of marauders.”

				“Well, we can all sleep easy tonight.”

				“And Max told us a story about storming the beach at Normally.”

				Chuckling, Suzanna kissed the top of Jenny’s head. “I think that was Normandy.”

				“Lisa and Jenny played dolls, too.” Alex gave his sister a brotherly smirk.

				“She wanted to. She got the brand-new Barbie and her car for her birthday.”

				“It was a Ferrari,” Alex said importantly, but didn’t want to admit that he and Loren had played with it when the girls were out of the room. He inched closer to toy with his mother’s ponytail. “Loren and Lisa are going to Disney World next week.”

				Suzanna bit back a sigh. She knew her children dreamed of going to that enchanted kingdom in central Florida. “We’ll go someday.”

				“Soon?” Alex prompted.

				She wanted to promise, but couldn’t. “Someday,” she repeated. The weariness was back when she rose to take each child by the hand. “You guys run and tell Aunt Coco I’m home. I need to shower and change. Okay?”

				“Can we go to work with you tomorrow?”

				She gave Jenny’s hand a quick squeeze. “Carolanne’s watching the shop tomorrow. I have site work.” She felt their disappointment as keenly as her own. “Next week. Go ahead now,” she said as she opened the massive front door. “And I’ll look at your fort after dinner.”

				Satisfied with that, they barreled down the hall with the dog at their heels.

				They didn’t ask for much, Suzanna thought as she climbed the curving stairs to the second floor. And there was so much more she wanted to give them. She knew they were happy and safe and secure. They had a huge family who loved them. With one of her sisters married, and two others engaged, her children had men in their lives. Maybe uncles didn’t replace a father, but it was the best she could do.

				They hadn’t heard from Baxter Dumont for months. Alex hadn’t even rated a card on his birthday. The child support check was late again—as it was every month. Bax was too sharp a lawyer to neglect the payment completely, but he made certain it arrived weeks after its due date. To test her, she knew. To see if she would beg for it. Thank God she hadn’t needed to yet.

				The divorce had been final for a year and a half, but he continued to take out his feelings for her on the children—the only truly worthwhile thing they had made together.

				Perhaps that was why she had yet to get over the nagging disillusionment, the sense of betrayal and loss and inadequacy. She no longer loved him. That love had died before Jenny had been born. But the hurt . . . Suzanna shook her head. She was working on it.

				She stepped into her room. Like most of the rooms in The Towers, Suzanne’s bedroom was huge. The house had been built in the early 1900s by her great-grandfather. It had been a showpiece, a testament to his vanity, his taste for the opulent and his need for status. It was five stories of somber granite with fanciful peaks and parapets, two spiraling towers and layering terraces. The interior was lofty ceilings, fancy woodwork, mazelike hallways. Part castle, part manor house, it had served first as summer home, then as permanent residence.

				Through the years and financial reversals, the house had fallen on hard times. Suzanna’s room, like the others, showed cracks in the plaster. The floor was scarred, the roof leaked and the plumbing had a mind of its own. As one, the Calhouns loved their family home. Now that the west wing was under renovation, they hoped it would be able to pay its own way.

				She went to the closet for a robe, thinking that she’d been one of the lucky ones. She’d been able to bring her children here, into a real home, when their own had crumbled. She hadn’t had to interview strangers to care for them while she made a living. Her father’s sister, who had raised Suzanna and her sisters after their parents had died, was now caring for Suzanna’s children. Though Suzanna was aware that Alex and Jenny were a handful, she knew there was no one better suited for the task than Aunt Coco.

				And one day soon they would find Bianca’s emeralds, and everything would settle back to what passed for normal in the Calhoun household.

				“Suze.” Lilah gave the door a quick knock then poked her head in. “Did you see him?”

				“Yes, I saw him.”

				“Terrific.” Lilah, her red hair curling to her waist, strolled in. She stretched out diagonally on the bed, plumping a pillow against the tiered headboard. Easily she settled into her favorite position. Horizontal. “So tell me.”

				“He hasn’t changed much.”

				“Uh-oh.”

				“He was abrupt and rude.” Suzanna pulled her T-shirt over her head. “I think he considered shooting me for trespassing. When I tried to explain what was going on, he sneered.” Remembering that look, she tugged down the zipper of her jeans. “Basically, he was obnoxious, arrogant and insulting.”

				“Mmm. Sounds like a prince.”

				“He thinks we made the whole thing up to get publicity for The Towers when we open The Retreat next year.”

				“What a crock.” That stirred Lilah enough to have her sitting up. “Max was nearly killed. Does he think we’re crazy?”

				“Exactly.” With a nod, Suzanna dragged on her robe. “I couldn’t begin to guess why, but he seems to have a grudge against the Calhouns in general.”

				Lilah gave a sleepy smile. “Still stewing because you knocked him off his motorcycle.”

				“I did not—” On an oath, Suzanna gave up. “Never mind, the point is I don’t think we’re going to get any help from him.” After pulling the band out of her hair, she ran her hands through it. “Though after the business with the dog, he did say he’d think about it.”

				“What dog?”

				“Fred’s cousin,” she said over her shoulder as she walked into the bath to turn on the shower.

				Lilah came to the doorway just as Suzanna was pulling the curtain closed. “Fred has a cousin?”

				Over the drum of the water, Suzanna told her about Sadie, and her ancestors.

				“But that’s fabulous. It’s just one more link in the chain. I’ll have to tell Max.”

				With her eyes closed, Suzanna stuck her head under the shower. “Tell him he’s on his own. Christian’s grandson isn’t interested.”

				***

				He didn’t want to be. Holt sat on the back porch, the dog at his feet, and watched the water turn to indigo in twilight.

				There was music here, the symphony of insects in the grass, the rustle of wind, the countermelody of water against wood. Across the bay, Bar Island began to fade and merge into dusk. Nearby someone was playing a radio, a lonely alto sax solo that suited Holt’s mood.

				This was what he wanted. Quiet, solitude, no responsibilities. He’d earned it, hadn’t he? he thought as he tipped the beer to his lips. He’d given ten years of his life to other people’s problems, their tragedies, their miseries.

				He was burned out, bone-dry and tired as hell.

				He wasn’t even sure he’d been a good cop. Oh, he had citations and medals that claimed he had been. But he also had a twelve-inch scar on his back that reminded him he’d nearly been a dead one.

				Now he just wanted to enjoy his retirement, repair a few motors, scrape some barnacles, maybe do a little boating. He’d always been good with his hands and knew he could make a decent living repairing boats. Running his own business, at his own pace, in his own way. No reports to type, no leads to follow up, no dark alleys to search.

				No knife-wielding junkies springing out of the shadows to rip you open and leave you bleeding on the littered concrete.

				Holt closed his eyes and took another pull of beer. He’d made up his mind during the long, painful hospital stay. There would be no more commitment in his life, no more trying to save the world from itself. From that point on, he would start looking out for himself. Just himself.

				He’d taken the money he’d inherited and had come home, to do as little as possible with the rest of his life. Sun and sea in the summer, roaring fires and howling winds in the winter. It wasn’t so damn much to ask.

				He’d been settling in, feeling pretty good about himself. Then she’d come along.

				Hadn’t it been bad enough that he’d looked at her and felt—Lord, the way he’d felt when he’d been twenty years old. Churned up and hungry. He was still hung up on her.

				The lovely, and unattainable, Suzanna Calhoun of the Bar Harbor Calhouns. The princess in the tower. She’d lived high up in her castle on the cliffs. And he had lived in a cottage on the edge of the village. His father had been a lobsterman, and Holt had often delivered a catch to the Calhouns’ back door—never going beyond the kitchen. But he’d sometimes heard voices or laughter or music. And he had wondered and wanted.

				Now she had come to him. But he wasn’t a love-struck boy any longer. He was a realist. Suzanna was out of his league, just as she had always been. Even if it had been different, he wasn’t interested in a woman who had home and hearth written all over her.

				As far as the emeralds went, there was nothing he could do to help her. Nothing he wanted to do.

				He’d known about the emeralds, of course. That particular story had made national press. But the idea that his grandfather had been involved, had loved and been loved by a Calhoun woman. That was fascinating.

				Even with the coincidence about the dogs, he wasn’t sure he believed it. Holt hadn’t known his grandmother, but his grandfather had been the hero of his childhood. He’d been the dashing and mysterious figure who had gone off to foreign places, come back with fabulous stories. He’d been the man who had been able to perform magic with a canvas and brush.

				He could remember climbing up the stairs to the studio as a child to watch the tall man with the snow-white hair at work. Yet it had seemed more like combat than work. An elegant and passionate duel between his grandfather and the canvas.

				They would take long walks, the young boy and the old man, along the shore, across the rocks. Up on the cliffs. With a sigh, Holt sat back. Very often they had walked to the cliffs just below The Towers. Even as a child he’d understood that as his grandfather had looked out to sea, he had gone someplace else.

				Once, they had sat on the rocks there and his grandfather had told him a story about the castle on the cliffs, and the princess who’d lived there.

				Had he been talking about The Towers, and Bianca?

				Restless, Holt rose to go inside. Sadie glanced up then settled her head on her front paws again as the screen door slammed.

				The cottage suited him more than the home he’d grown up in. That had been a neat and soulless place with worn linoleum and dark paneled walls. Holt had sold it after his mother’s death three years before. Recently he’d used the profits for some repairs and modernization of the cottage, but preferred keeping the old place much as it had been in his grandfather’s day.

				It was a boxy house, with plaster walls and wood floors. The original stone fireplace had been pointed up, and Holt looked forward to the first cool night when he could try it out.

				The bedroom was tiny, almost an afterthought that jutted out from the main structure. He liked lying in bed at night and listening to rain drumming on the tin roof. The stairs to his grandfather’s studio had been reinforced, as well as the railing that skirted along the open balcony. He climbed up now, to look at the wide, airy space, dim with twilight.

				Now and then he thought about putting skylights in the angled roof, but he never considered refinishing the floor. The dark old wood was splattered with paint that had dripped from brush or palette. There were streaks of carmine and turquoise, drops of emerald green and canary yellow. His grandfather had preferred the vivid, the passionate, even the violent in his work.

				Against one wall, canvases were stacked, Holt’s legacy from a man who had only begun to find critical and financial success in his last years. They would, he knew, be worth a hefty sum. Yet as he never considered sanding the paint from the floors, he had never considered selling this part of his inheritance.

				Crouching down, he began to look through the paintings. He knew them all, had studied them countless times, wondering how he could have come from a man with such vision and talent. Holt turned over the portrait, knowing that was why he had come up here.

				The woman was as beautiful as a dream—the fine-featured oval face, the alabaster skin. Rich red-gold hair was swept up off a graceful neck. Full, soft lips were curved, just a little. But it was the eyes that drew Holt, as they always had. They were green, like a misty sea. It wasn’t their color that pulled at him, but the expression in them, the look, the emotion that had been captured by his grandfather’s brush and skill.

				Such quiet sadness. Such inner grief. It was almost too painful to look at, because to look too long was to feel. He had seen that expression today, in Suzanna’s eyes.

				Could this be Bianca? he wondered. The resemblance was there, in the shape of the face, the curve of the mouth. The coloring was certainly wrong and the similarities slight. Except the eyes, he thought. When he looked at them, he thought of Suzanna.

				Because he was thinking of her too much, he told himself. He rose, but he didn’t turn the portrait back to the wall. He stood staring at it for a long time, wondering if his grandfather had loved the woman he’d painted.

				***

				It was going to be another hot one, Suzanna thought. Though it was barely seven, the air was already sticky. They needed rain, but the moisture hung in the air and stubbornly refused to fall.

				Inside her shop, she checked on the refrigerated blooms and left a note for Carolanne to push the carnations by selling them at half price. She checked the soil in the hanging pots of impatiens and geraniums then moved on to the display of gloxinia and begonias.

				Satisfied, she took her sprayer out to drench the flats of annuals and perennials. The rosebushes and peonies were moving well, she noted. As were the yews and junipers.

				By seven thirty, she was checking on the greenhouse plants, grateful that her inventory was dwindling. What didn’t sell, she would winter over. She would also take cuttings for next year’s plants. But winter, and that quiet work, was months away.

				By eight her pickup was loaded, and she was on her way to Seal Harbor. She would put in a full day’s work there on the grounds of a newly constructed home. The buyers were from Boston and wanted their summer home to have an established yard, complete with shrubs, trees and flower beds.

				It would be hot, sweaty work, Suzanne mused. But it would also be quiet. The Andersons were in Boston this week, so she would have the yard to herself. She liked nothing better than working with the soil and living things, tending something she had planted and watching it grow and thrive.

				Like her children, she thought with a smile. Her babies. Every time she put them to bed at night or watched them run in the sunlight, she knew that nothing that had happened to her before, nothing that would happen to her in the future would dim that glow of knowing they were hers.

				The failed marriage had left her shaken and uncertain, and there were times she still had terrible doubts about herself as a woman. But not as a mother. Her children had the very best she could give them. The bond nourished her, as well as them.

				Over the past two years, she’d begun to believe that she could be a success in business. Her flair for gardening had been her only useful skill and had been a kind of salvation during the last months of her dying marriage. In desperation she had sold her jewelry, taken out a loan and had plunged into Island Gardens.

				It had made her feel good to use her maiden name. She hadn’t wanted any frivolous or clever name for the business, but something straightforward. The first year had been rough—particularly when she’d been pouring every cent she could spare into legal fees to fight a custody suit.

				The thought of that, the memory of it, still made her blood run cold. She couldn’t have lost them.

				Bax hadn’t wanted the children, but he’d wanted to make things difficult for her. When it had been over, she’d lost fifteen pounds, countless hours of sleep and had been up to her neck in debt. But she had her children. The ugly battle had been won, and the price meant nothing.

				Gradually she was pulling out. She’d gained back a few of the pounds, had caught up a bit on her sleep and was slowly, meticulously hacking away at the debt. In the two years since she’d opened the business, she’d earned a reputation as dependable, reasonable and imaginative. Two of the resorts had tried her out, and it looked as though they’d be negotiating long-term contracts.

				That would mean buying another truck, hiring on full-time labor. And maybe, just maybe, that trip to Disney World.

				She pulled up in the driveway of the pretty Cape Cod house. Now, she reminded herself, it meant getting to work.

				The grounds took up about a half acre and were gently sloped. She had had three in-depth meetings with the owners to determine the plan. Mrs. Anderson wanted plenty of spring flowering trees and shrubs, and the long-term privacy factor of evergreens. She wanted to enjoy a perennial bed that was carefree and full of summer color. Mr. Anderson didn’t want to spend his summers maintaining the yard, particularly the side portion, which fell in a more dramatic grade. There, Suzanna would use ground covers and rockeries to prevent erosion.

				By noon, she had measured off each area with stakes and strings. The hardy azaleas were planted. Two long-blooming fairy roses flanked the flagstone walk and were already sweetening the air. Because Mrs. Anderson had expressed a fondness for lilacs, Suzanna placed a trio of compact shrubs near the master bedroom window, where the next spring’s breezes would carry the scent indoors.

				The yard was coming alive for her. It helped her ignore the aching muscles in her arms as she drenched the new plants with water. Birds were chirping, and somewhere in the near distance, a lawn mower was putting away.

				One day, she would drive by and see that the fast-growing hedge roses she had planted along the fence had spread and bloomed until they covered the chain link. She would see the azaleas bloom in the spring and the maple leaves go red in the fall, and know that she’d been part of that.

				It was important, more important than she could admit to anyone, that she leave a mark. She needed that to remind herself that she wasn’t the weak and useless woman who had been so callously tossed aside.

				Dripping with sweat, she picked up her water bottle and shovel and headed around to the front of the house again. She’d put in the first of the flowering almonds and was digging the hole for the second when a car pulled into the driveway behind her truck. Resting on her shovel, Suzanna watched Holt climb out.
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