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AMANDA GALLAGHER SAT on the edge of the bathtub, her bare feet pressing against the cool floor tiles, about the only part of her body not squeezed into sleek satin and yards of tulle veiling, not to mention the spandex undergarments to keep all her curves under control.  It was her wedding day.  But it was also one of those days—nothing was going right.  So nervous and preoccupied with what-ifs, she'd gotten out of the hotel shower and started to dry off when she realized she hadn't rinsed the shampoo out of her hair.  She couldn't find her toothpaste and had to get Lindsay, her maid-of-honor, to share hers.  She had a raging headache and was that a zit popping up on her forehead?  Ack!  

She grasped for the only solution available to her.  Bubble gum.  Yup, good ‘ole bubble gum always calmed her down, her mouth filling with the sweet, fruity juice, her jaw working the tight little wad until she could blow bubbles.  And not just puny little puffs.  She was a master at mega-bubbles the size of New Jersey.  Someday she’d get Lindsay to measure and record, maybe enter the Guinness World Book of Records.

But not now.  She continued to stare down at her bare feet and ponder the meaning of life and the fact that she was in no mood to get married.  Period.  Single versus married . . . living with Todd . . . forever.  How did she let herself get to this point?  What had she been thinking since he’d proposed?  That was the problem.  She hadn’t been thinking.  He’d mesmerized her with his golden boy good looks, his money and sophisticated ways, the whirlwind trips to all the popular hot spots in Europe. There was a quick tap on the door and Lindsay poked her head in.  

"What's up?" Amanda asked, popping another bubble.

Lindsay passed her cell phone to her.  "Call just came in.  A lawyer from Maine asking for you.  Something about your Aunt Tess."

Amanda took the phone and stared at the screen.  She didn't recognize the number, but she did recognize the area code.  Northern Maine where her father's sister lived, the back of beyond, as far as she was concerned.

“Hello?” she muttered, holding her head with her free hand.

“Ms. Gallagher?  Amanda Gallagher?”

“Guilty.  And you are?”

She could hear a shuffle of papers, a muttered oath.  “Sorry.  I’m James Quinlan, Tess Gallagher’s lawyer.  I’m sorry to tell you, but Tess passed away last week.”  He paused and waited.

Amanda closed her eyes and shook her head.  One of those days.  Poor Aunt Tess.  “Why didn’t anyone contact me?  Did I miss the funeral?”

“Well, we couldn’t find a contact number, but I did send a certified letter to your home address.  You didn’t get it?”  

“Hell, I’m getting married today, Mr. Quinlan.  Do you know what my life has been like these past few months?  I’m sure your letter is sitting back at home in Queens, but I’ve been out here in the Hamptons since last week, entertaining, last minute details, fittings.  Blah, blah, blah.  Hell, just plain hell on wheels.”  Silence on the other end.  “Did you hear me?  Still there?”

“Uh, you may not want to hear this, seeing as it’s your wedding day, but . . . .”

“Can’t get worse, I assure you.  Just tell me.”  She heard the bathroom door open and Lindsay handed in a water bottle and two aspirin, then whispered.  “Limo’s here.”

Amanda stood up, clutched the water bottle, downed the aspirin and took a big gulp of water, feeling her stomach roll over.  Yuck.  She glanced in the large mirror and adjusted her tiara, wincing when one of the gazillion pins pierced her skull.  “Mr. Quinlan?  I’ve got about eight minutes to spare.”

“Right.  Here goes.  You are the sole beneficiary of your aunt’s estate, including the house and property and other properties scattered around Crescent Bay.  I need you to come up here and sign so I can file the papers with the county.”

Amanda sat back down on the tub’s edge and took several deep breaths.  She suddenly realized that Aunt Tess, that crazy old lady who smoked like a steam engine, ate salty pretzels by the bagful and read romance novels, had just handed her the key to freedom.  No more ornamental plaything attached to Todd’s side.  It was bad enough her graphic design company, small but profitable, had been taken over by a larger corporation about a year ago, leaving her and Lindsay and a several others holding pink slips months later.  Although she wanted to start fresh and re-build a new company, Todd had dug in his heels and refused to contemplate that, finally convincing her that it would be better to wait until after the wedding.  And she had listened.  Obeyed.  Really, Gallagher?

It was like waking up from a long, deep sleep.  Somewhere along the line, she'd lost her nerve, caved, and allowed herself to be led around like a docile pup sporting a large, flashy diamond.

“Ms. Gallagher?  Can you make it up here by month’s end, perhaps?  I don’t want to interrupt your honeymoon or anything.”  

Do or die.  This was it.  “Hold on, I’ll be right back.”  She put the phone on the tile floor and threw open the bathroom door.  “Lindsay!  Giana!”  She barreled into the small sitting room that connected her room with theirs, finding Lindsay pacing the space while her cousin sat watching a cooking show.  “We’ve got to move fast.  Start packing.  We’re heading up to Maine.”  She started to turn back to the bathroom and the patient Mr. Quinlan before Lindsay grabbed her arm.

“Are you crazy?  The limo’s here and everyone’s already at the church.”  Her eyes were popping out of her head.  “Todd will kill you,” she whispered.  

Amanda stopped and caught her breath.  Odd but the headache was receding, and she felt somehow lighter.  “That’s why you’re going to tell the limo driver that I’m sick – make up something – my period hit big time.  Cramps, blood, all the gory details.  Keep at until he turns green.”  She turned to Giana.  “Get your car ready and bring it around to the back entrance.  Keep the engine running.  And Linds?  Would you call your cousin with the private jet service and see if he can have someone meet us at MacArthur Airport, take us as far north as he can, okay?”

Giana was grinning.  “Hey, what about our gowns?  We’re going to be noticed all over the place.”  She’d already grabbed her large satchel bag and was stuffing it with the necessities – chocolate, aspirin, water bottles, underwear, more chocolate.

Damn, the girl knew how to pack, Amanda thought.  Lindsay finally caught on and ran to her overnight bag, stuffing it with whatever.  She turned.  “Where’s your stuff?  I’ll pack for you while you get more information from the lawyer.”

Amanda stepped back into the bathroom and grabbed her phone.  “Quinlan, you still there?”

“Yup.  What’d you decide?”

She laughed.  “Bless Aunt Tess.  We’re on our way, catching a private flight here on Long Island and heading as far north as Cousin Bobby can take us,” she explained as she thrust all the hotel guest toiletries into her cosmetic bag.

“Try to get up to Bangor Airport.  Otherwise, Portland would be your next best bet.  Keep in touch, Ms. Gallagher.  Safe trip and again, I’m sorry I interrupted your wedding day.”

“Well, I’m not.  See you soon.”  She hung up and looked once more in the mirror and stuck her tongue out.  Sayonara, Todd.  

Five minutes later she and Giana were in the subcompact, Amanda squashed into the back seat, half-hidden under layers of tulle and satin.  Lindsay came racing out the back door, threw their bags into the trunk and climbed into the front passenger seat.  “Hit it!  Just as I was stepping out of the elevator, Mr. Limo Driver was at the front desk.  Guess he recovered quicker than expected.”

Giana peeled out of the parking lot and slipped out onto the main road, then took a sharp right onto a side road.  “No sense drawing attention to ourselves.  I’m winging it here, girls, so no sniping.”

Lindsay opened her handbag and pulled out a tiny bottle of wine and held it up. “Raided the fridge.  Thought we could use some false courage.  I’ve got more in here somewhere.”  Her cell phone rang and she picked it up.  “Bobby, can you help us out?”  Amanda held her breath and crossed her fingers, sending up a prayer to Saint Jude, patron saint of lost causes.  “Great!  We just left the hotel and should be there in about thirty minutes.  Right, see you then.”  

Amanda leaned forward over the front console as best she could, considering the wave of tulle wrapped around her.  “We're good to go?”  

Lindsay nodded.  “He’ll be there and has a flight plan ready to take us to a small airport outside of the Boston area, then a friend of his will take us to Bangor Airport.  He thinks we’ll reach the Maine coast by late afternoon, if all goes well.”  

Amanda leaned back and closed her eyes, wondering how her family was doing.  Right about now she should’ve been walking down the aisle on her Uncle Lou’s arm.  She shuddered to think what Todd was doing at this moment.  When they reached the first airport on their way up, she’d contact her mother.  She owed her big time, not to mention her aunts and uncles and cousins who were all there to support her.  She leaned forward again, stomping on the wave of tulle that threatened to swamp her.  “Hey, thanks guys.  I can’t explain this, but I knew in my heart . . . .”

Giana laughed, shaking her halo of white-blonde curls.  “No need to apologize.  Frankly, I think Todd’s a stick-in-the-mud, all snooty and better-than-you type.  I'm just surprised it took you so long to figure it out.  Glad to help.”  She shifted her gaze over at Lindsay and winked.  “And I hear the guys up in Maine are pretty hot.  Big.  Muscles.  Tough.  Kinda like cowboys in plaid!”  

Lindsay shook her head.  “You’re nuts.  Let’s just get to the airport and take it one step at a time.  There's too much that could go wrong,” she muttered.  She scooted down in her seat, leaning her head back on the headrest, sipping her wine out of a plastic cup.  

Amanda followed Lindsay and leaned back, feeling a small shower of pins trickle down into her cleavage.  Ugh.  First thing she was going to do when they reached Crescent Bay was to rip this tiara and veil off, followed by the gown and the spandex undergarments that kept her strapped in tight.  Todd liked her sleek, no escaping lush curves, always harping on her too-full bosom and ass.  Society women were skinny and starving, as far as she could see, probably fainting when they encountered a heaping plate of pasta.

And yet that was her family and their way of life—lots of pasta, fresh-baked bread and strong red wine.  The Manuso tribe—generations of Italians going back to post-WWI when her great-grandfather, Martin Colwell, brought home his bride, Philomena Manuso, a tiny black-eyed beauty from Milan.  And that marriage had started a wave of Manusos immigrating to the States ever since then, many of them settling in a section of Astoria, Queens that looked out over the Whitestone Bridge and La Guardia Airport.  The few times she'd brought Todd to meet the tribe and share a noisy dinner together, it'd been almost painful, watching him fiddle with his food, scowl openly at the wine and roll his eyes up to the ceiling when Uncle Lou burped at the table.  She couldn't get him out of there fast enough.  And now, she admitted, she'd been ashamed of her family, comparing them to the elegant Marlowes in their Sutton Place townhouse and their East Hampton summer house.  She'd been entranced by the New York-Boston blue bloods, often feeling like a peasant in bare feet and apron.

Lindsay interrupted her thoughts, passing her a cup of wine and some chocolate.  Although she didn't feel like drinking, she swallowed it in one gulp and shoved the chocolate in her mouth, chomping on it slowly.  How could she have been so dumb, so selfish?  She rolled her head to the side and stared out the window.  Yes, as soon as they hit the airport, she'd try calling her mother.  She had to explain, to ask her to forgive her for leaving her in the lurch.  

*   *   *
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NATE RUSSELL PICKED up his cell phone that was skittering around the work bench.  Another damn distraction.  He was on deadline to get this project completed and was falling behind.  "Yeah, make it quick," he growled as he wiped his hands on his jeans.  He listened to Quinn, the local attorney, hem and haw and shook his head.  How could this guy stand up in court and argue a case?  But obviously he could as his good friend was doing quite well for himself.  "Come on, man.  I don't have all day.  Just spit it out."

"Okay, okay!  Hell, I need back up and quick.  Can you get over here to Tess's place?  The circus is coming to town any minute now, and I don't think I'll be able to handle this one by myself.  Long story.  I'll explain when you get here."

Nate closed his eyes.  Okay, distraction number seventy-five.  He tossed down the varnish brush, then muttered he'd be there in five.  After all, he was the executor of Tess Gallagher's estate so he probably should be present when the new owner showed up.  And what the hell did Quinn mean by 'the circus'?  Damn, the day just kept getting better and better.  Ten minutes later, he jumped out of his truck and strolled up to the veranda of Tess Gallagher's house, a pre-Civil War Italianate beauty.  Or rather an old, worn-out beauty with some major work needed.  When he got to the front steps, he gave Quinn a light punch to the shoulder and sat down next to him.  They'd known each other since freshman year in high school when Quinn's family had moved to Crescent Bay, one of several small towns that dotted the northeast coast of Maine.  

"So what's up?"  He leaned back on his elbows and tipped his head up to the sun, enjoying a quiet moment before all hell broke loose, at least according to Quinn.  

"I made the call to Amanda Gallagher, Tess's niece, this morning to explain about the inheritance.  Seems I caught her on her wedding day . . . ."  Quinn paused and glanced down at his phone, then shuddered.  "Well, she started babbling something about running away, catching a flight, then hung up."  

"Runaway bride?  Feel sorry for the poor bastard she left at the altar."  He squinted at the lowering sun, feeling his upper lip curling in disgust.  Women.  Can't live with 'em; can't live without 'em.  Hard to believe Tess's niece could be so cold-hearted, Tess having been an old sweetie and a good friend.

Quinn shrugged. "So, the maid-of-honor or one of the bridesmaids called every hour on the hour with their ETA."  He glanced over at Nate, his eyes wide.  "Last call was from Bangor. They're crazy women, I tell you."  Quinn wiped his face with one hand while he stared at his phone.

Nate stood up and stretched, his back and shoulders aching from the work he'd been doing on the last of the custom racing sculls.  It had to be prepped before the client sailed into Crescent Bay on his way south to the Caribbean, which was in about two days.  He turned to see Ryan Cassidy, a deputy sheriff for the county and his best bud, swing his patrol car into the driveway.

"Hey, what's up?  Am I missing something?" Ryan grumbled as he stepped out of the vehicle and adjusted his shoulder harness.  He was shorter than Nate by about two inches, but built rock solid.

Nate pointed back at Quinn.  "He's looking to surround the wagons before the attack of the New York women.  He'll explain."  Nate ambled along the drive, peering down the road that curved off from the main street.  He'd met Tess's niece once about twenty-odd years ago when she'd come up for a visit one summer.  He couldn't recall much except large dark eyes that seemed to take up her entire face and two bandaged knees.  But then again, he'd only been thirteen and girls weren't his thing.  Baseball and sailing were his world, along with burgers and fries.  But Tess had talked about her many times, he listening with half an ear as he worked on small repairs around the house while Tess baked cookies with his daughter, Maddie.

A sudden grinding noise filled the air, and Nate spotted a bright red mini-car heading down the street.  He turned and trotted back to the guys, giving a shout.  "Incoming!"  He side-stepped Ryan and Quinn and settled himself on the top step for a better view.  

Quinn stood up and smoothed his khaki slacks.  "Oh, shit.  I need a drink," he muttered to himself.

Ryan winked at Nate.  "This should be good.  I could use a few laughs.  Life's been too damn quiet these days," he muttered as he leaned back and lifted his sunglasses.  At that moment, the screech of tires on gravel shredded the peace and quiet as the mini-car spun into the drive, breaking to halt just behind the patrol car.  Ryan looked over at Nate.  "Doesn't this remind you of the circus when the clowns pile out of the kiddy car?"

Nate snorted but kept his eye on the car as the doors opened, first the driver's side, then the passenger side.  The back passenger doors remained closed.  The driver, a woman of medium height, still dressed in some frou-frou gown of a god-awful color, turned and waved at them.  Quinn waved back, then took a step backward.  

"Go get 'em, tiger!"  Ryan quipped, rocking with laughter.  "Here, want my gun?"  

Quinn glanced over his shoulder.  "Fuck you.  Hey, maybe your future wife is stuffed in that car, uh?"  He laughed when Ryan reared back his head, glaring at him, then at the car.

The other woman on the passenger side grinned at them and pointed at the back seat.  "We could use some help here.  Shake a leg, will you!"  She leaned over and started opening the back door, while the first woman approached from the other side.  

The three men looked at each other.  "You first," Ryan nudged Quinn forward with his booted foot.  

Quinn signaled to Nate.  "I'm not going there alone.  Come on."

Nate shook his head.  "Nah, you're on your own, bud.  Just scream if they jump you—or maybe just lay back and enjoy it!"  He watched as Quinn squared his shoulder under his crisp, oxford button-down shirt, complete with Harvard alumni tie.  Yeah, he came from money, but he was one of the good guys.  He tipped his head to Ryan.  "What do you think?  Should we place bets?" 

"Not until the bride emerges from the back seat.  Then I'll bet.  This I gotta see."  He crossed his hands behind his head as if he had all the time in the world, but Nate noticed that Ryan had his eyes focused on the petite blonde from the passenger side.  He shook his head.  Leave it to him to zoom in on a woman.  Any woman, for that matter.    

He turned his attention back as the rear passenger door opened and a frothy white wave floated out into the warm June air, lifting with the breeze.  God, there had to be yards of the stuff!  A slender, tanned arm reached out for the edge of the door, clinging hard if the white knuckles were any indication.  The blonde leaned forward and extended a helping hand, but was waved away by the bride.  He found himself holding his breath.  

"Looks like Bridezilla is ready to break free," Ryan muttered.  

Nate leaned forward, elbows on knees. Something tingled at the back of his neck and he squinted as two bare shoulders rose up, followed by some sweet cleavage that made his eyes water.  More tulle and satin followed, but his eyes were glued to those perfect, inviting breasts ready to burst from the confines of the gown.  Hell.  Little Amanda Gallagher was no longer little.  He swallowed as dark eyes widened in what he thought was recognition, then Amanda Gallagher turned aside and threw up in a small azalea shrub.
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LINDSAY HANDED AMANDA some tissues to wipe her face.  "Better?"

"Yup, you bet."  She stood and took a deep breath.  She did feel better, now that she was free from the confines of the tiny car, feeling a soft breeze that didn't smell like car fumes shift past her face.  Lindsay handed her the remainder of the water bottle and she drank deeply.  

"Ready?"  

"As ready as I'll ever be."  Her friend took her arm and slowly walked them up the gravel drive toward the house, followed by Giana.  She bent her head toward Lindsay and whispered, "Who are these guys?"

Lindsay shrugged.  "One of them must be Quinlan, the lawyer.  The other two, I'm not sure, although one is obviously a cop.  But that other one?  Yowza!"  

Amanda snorted.  "Yowza?  Really, Lindsay?  You've been watching those cartoons again, haven't you?"  

Lindsay eased her down on one of the steps and another water bottle appeared at her side.  She looked up into a pair of clear blue eyes that made her blink. "Thanks."

"You're probably dehydrated after the barfing session."  Then Blue Eyes turned aside and stepped back, making room for the other man, whose gentle smile was disarming.

"Ms. Gallagher?  I'm James Quinlan, but call me Quinn.  I'm the one you spoke to earlier today."  He sighed.  "Sorry about your wedding."

Amanda closed her eyes because she was suddenly seeing two of Quinn.  Not good. "Don't be.  I think your call this morning was like the cavalry arriving at the outpost.  I should explain," she sighed.

Quinn shook his head, hands up.  "Hey, no need to explain.  We can put this off until you've had a chance to, um, freshen up, catch up on some sleep?"

Amanda glanced at Lindsay, eyes wide in question.  “Do we have a place to stay?”

Lindsay nodded.  "I booked two rooms at the Three Pines Motel just off the highway.”

Quinn shook his head. "I don't think you'd like that motel all that much.  Not exactly AAA-rated.  There's a bed & breakfast a few blocks down from here or there's the Main Sail Inn over by the marina.  I'm sure we can get you accommodations even at this short notice.  Tourist season hasn't started yet."

Amanda squinted up at Blue Eyes.  A bit grim looking, but still an eye full.  A sudden roll of her stomach threatened again.  "Lindsay?  Any gum left?"  

"Nope, sorry."  

A pack of gum appeared under her nose.  "Here you go. Always keep one handy for my daughter." 

His voice was low, like velvet, and a scent of sandalwood and clean laundry wafted by her nose, making her shiver.  But at least she didn't gag.  She took the gum and wedged it into her mouth, slowly working the wad and enjoying the fruity juice.  She licked two fingers and started to wipe them on a tissue when she heard a noise that sounded like a soft growl coming from Blue Eyes.  Glancing up, she noted the navy T-shirt that hugged his shoulders and upper chest.  Yowza.  Dorky-sounding but apt.  She smiled at him, but he turned aside.  What?  Did she have cooties or something, although she was pretty sure she didn’t smell too good at this point.  

The cop, who'd been quiet up to this point, stood up and lifted his sunglasses, his gaze flicking over Giana.  "My recommendation would be to take time to check-in, clean up and get some rest, then meet tomorrow.  I'm sure Quinn and Nate would understand."  He put the sunglasses back on, nodded to the women, his gaze resting on Giana a second longer.  "Well, my dinner break is over, so I'll be going.  Welcome to Crescent Bay, ladies.  I'm sure we'll be seeing more of each other as the days go on."  He turned and ambled down the drive to the squad car, taking one last glance back at Giana.

Amanda nudged her cousin, whose cheeks were blazing red. "You little male magnet, you!"  

Giana snorted. "Shut up.  Let's get cracking 'coz I can't wait to get out of this damn dress.  What were you thinking, giving me this god-awful color, uh?"  She turned to Lindsay.  "You agree about the motel?  Which shall we go for—the Inn or the B&B?"

Blue Eyes cleared his throat as he looked up from his cell phone.  "The B&B can't squeeze you in until Tuesday, but the Inn is fine.  Two rooms okay?  And it has a restaurant and room service."  

Lindsay tipped her head to Amanda and Giana.  "Sounds good.  Let's roll."

Amanda stood up quickly, teetering to one side.  She reached out for the railing, only to find a strong hand holding her steady, a hand covered by a starburst of small scars over the knuckles.  She looked up, once again shocked at the river of shivers that shot up her arm.  "Thanks.  Again."

This time he didn't turn aside.  He held her hand until she made it down the stairs and onto the walkway.  As she started to move toward the car, he paused her, reached over, swept up the veil and draped it over her arm.  

"Catch you later," he mumbled.  "Oh, by the way, I'm your aunt's executor, so I'll be at the meeting with Quinn.  Name's Nate, Nate Russell."  

She couldn't help it.  She wanted to poke this tall hunk of a man.  "Well then, bring me a stash of that bubble gum tomorrow?  I can't live without making bubbles."  She winked and moved off to the car, hearing the low snort behind her.

*   *   *
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AMANDA SAT ON A DECK chair in a secluded corner on the back lawn of the Inn, taking a few moments to calm herself and gather her thoughts about this crazy-ass day.  She truly didn't know what to expect from her mother and the rest of the family.  Heaving a final sigh, she punched the speed dial and waited.  

"Amanda Gallagher, what the hell were you thinking?"  

Yup, Mom was pissed.  She could hear the iron-like pitch to her normally soft voice.  Whoa, was she in trouble.  But then again, she was a grown woman, coming up on her thirty-fourth birthday later this summer.  She forced herself to be strong, not a quivering pile of jello.

"Hey, Mom, just checking in."

"Checking in?  You call this checking in?  Checking in would be coming through the front door and giving me a hug.  That would be checking in.  You should be here right now so your grandmother and I could grill you for every last detail.  What happened?  And where are you now?"  

She could hear the porch swing squeak as her mom settled into it.  "Got a glass of wine by your side?  Because this is going to take awhile."  Francesca Manuso Gallagher snorted and Amanda could picture her as she adjusted her glasses and waited for the gory details.  

"Go ahead, young lady.  I'm all ears."  

"The only way I can explain it is that I was bewitched and beguiled by his sophisticated ways, his wealth, his . . . ."

"His asshole attitude?"

"Mom!"

"Hey, I'm just calling it like I see it, honey.  Took you long enough to wake up and smell the shit he was shoveling."

Phew!  She'd never heard her mother talk like that before.  "Why didn't you say something?  Let me know how you felt?  Smack me upside the head?"  

Her mom gave the old Bronx cheer.  "We did.  We tried, but you weren't listening.  So we watched and we waited, hoping you'd finally come to your senses, I guess."

Her mother's words rang true.  She dropped her head in her hand, clutching the phone.  "Yeah, you're right.  I have no excuses.  I'm just sorry I ruined everything, embarrassed you."

"Stop. Right. There.  I love you, Amanda.  You're my only child and I would give my life to see you happy and settled, but it wasn't my place to command you, to order you around.  Yes, when you were a child, a teenager, it was my duty.  But you're a grown woman and for awhile, I actually did think you were happy."  

She heard the heavy sigh, her mother shifting on the porch swing.  "Mom, I'm sorry.  So very sorry," she whispered.  "I wish you were here so we could hug and cry together."  

"Me, too, honey.  Now, tell me what's happening.  Fill me in before Nonna and Tina launch themselves out here."  

Amanda smiled at that image and could picture her grandmother and aunt leaning against the back door, noses pressed to the screen.  "Okay, here goes.  We met briefly with Aunt Tess's lawyer and will meet him and the executor tomorrow at noon.  I didn't get a chance to get a good look at the house, but it's big.  I'll know more after the meeting—the state of house and grounds, how soon I can sell it and put that money into my savings.  You know I've wanted to start fresh with a new business, so this is my best shot at that."

"And the girls?  They still with you?"  

"Yup.  Giana plans to fly home sometime tomorrow.  She promised to pack up a few things for me and either ship them up or drive back with my car.  Plans are still up in the air.  Lindsay's here for a bit longer, but she has to get back home and handle her father's estate and the closing on the house."  Noises in the background flagged the arrival of her grandmother and aunt as they tumbled out the back door.  Shaking her head, Amanda leaned back in the chair and stared up at a passing cloud, a lone sea gull drifting overhead.  Then she realized that her mom was chattering away again and tried to pay attention, but images of dark curls and sky blue eyes distracted her for a moment.

"Amanda?  Are you there?"

"Sure, sorry.  I drifted off for a moment," she said.  

She heard the hesitation in her mother's voice.  "Hate to tell you this, honey, but Todd's been here."

A cold shiver ran down her spine.  "What did he say?"  Todd had never warmed up to her large, boisterous family.  He was caviar-and-a-neat scotch on the side, while her relatives were a lasagna-and-Chianti crowd that talked too much and laughed too loud.  

"I think he thought his bride would be upstairs hiding under the covers or something.  He was . . . I don't know . . . hard.  Said he'd drag you into court for breach of promise.   I never liked that man.  Cold as dead meat."

"I'll kill him first," she growled.

"That's my girl!  We'll be right behind you with your weapon of choice," her mom chuckled.  

She heard the phone being passed and Grandma Isabella came on the line. "Took you long enough to figure that guy out, missy.  Holy Mother of God, but I didn't think you were that dense."

"Hi, Nonna.  How are you?"  

"Better now that I hear your voice.  You should be here so I could feed you some minestrone soup, build up your stamina so you're ready to meet your one true love.  Is it true all the men up there wear plaid, those funny hats with the ear flaps and carry hunting rifles?"

Amanda stood and started wandering around the garden, suddenly feeling restless, like she had an itch she couldn't scratch.  "Sorry, Nonna, but I don't think I'll be looking for love in a long, long time.  After all, I really botched this one, big time."

"Don't be a goose!  A young, beautiful woman needs herself a man.  I need more grandchildren."

Amanda laughed, long and hard.  "Nonna, may your lips be sealed with Gorilla glue!  You already have more than twenty grandchildren.  They should keep you busy for quite a while."

"Bah!  And who's going to keep you warm at night, eh?  I hear that Maine is cold year-round, and that they have moose and bears running around the streets.  You need to find your man, a good man."

She closed her eyes and shook her head.  Enough, already.  "Nonna, would you put Mom back on the phone?  I love you, and I'll be back soon, I promise."

More shuffling of the phone, voices muttering sotto-voce, then her mother was back.  "Baby, you okay?  I don't know what the hell got into your grandmother, saying those crazy things," she muttered.   

"I'm good, Mom.  I'll call you after the meeting tomorrow, okay?"  

"Sure, good.  Call me whenever you need me, right?"  Her voice was faint and she wondered if her mother was crying.  "Now, go eat, have some wine and get a good night's rest.  You've got busy days ahead.  And Amanda?"

"Yes?"

"I love you, sweetie.  Always, no matter what."

"I love you, too, Mom.  Give everyone a hug for me.  I'll be in touch.  Any questions, call me.  And if Todd shows up again—"

"I'll kick his sorry ass all the way across the bridge back to the city," she growled.

"You go, girl.  Love you!"  She heard the phone click and felt soothed by her mom's kick-ass attitude.  From where she stood she could see the busy harbor, boats of all sizes and shapes moving in and out, gulls swirling, the sun sinking below a ridge of granite and pines.  She spotted Lindsay and Giana on the side deck, their heads bent together over their phones, fingers whizzing.  Lindsay had a small notepad by her side, once or twice pausing long enough to jot a few notes.  
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