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THE BELL over the door in Steffie Wyler’s ice-cream shop rang and Steffie glanced up as the latest group entered the small one-time crabber’s shack that now served as Scoop’s home, and her words died in her throat. Dallas MacGregor, a regular customer, came into the shop, trailed by her great-aunt and the tall, ridiculously handsome guy who’d been the object of Steffie’s affection—and lust—since before she was old enough to know the difference between, well, affection and lust.


She tried to ignore the smile of recognition that spread across his face when he saw her. Tried just as unsuccessfully to keep her heart rate under control. Tried to push from her mind the scenes her imagination had conjured up of Wade walking into Scoop—like he just had, all nonchalant and gorgeous, smiling a special smile just for her—at which time she put the CLOSED sign on the door and they fell into each other’s arms and frantically—


“I said two scoops of chocolate,” the customer she was waiting on waved a hand in front of her face to get her attention. “That’s pistachio.”
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THE high school gym had been transformed into a fantasy in white. Small twinkling lights were draped everywhere, from the fake palm trees that lined the walls to the bandstand where the DJ hired for the occasion kept the music playing. Huge pots, spray-painted glossy white, sported arrangements of white flowers—roses, gladiola, hydrangea—all dusted with glitter. Here and there throughout the room, white helium balloons were gathered into bouquets that bobbled and floated. A silver glitter ball overhead spun continuously, a gaudy moon that cast a shimmering glow over the dancing couples beneath it.


The theme for Bayside High’s senior prom, Candle in the Wind—no doubt inspired by the tragic death of England’s Princess Diana—had been taken literally by the decorating committee, who’d planned for one thousand white candles to flicker throughout the gym all night long. Unfortunately, Principal Naylor—obviously a man without a single romantic bone in his portly body—had put the kibosh on that idea, citing the fire codes.


Steffie Wyler snuggled up to her date and swayed to the music. Like so many of the other girls, she’d had her hair done that afternoon, and had her nails—fingers and toes—done as well. She spent hours in front of the mirror perfecting her makeup, then another few hours second-guessing her choice of gown. And like so many of the others, Steffie had chosen a white gown. But where most of her friends had picked white satin, Steffie’s dress was white chiffon. She’d seen it in the window of a shop in Annapolis and begged her mother to let her try it on. Simple in design, it had a wide swath of chiffon over her left shoulder, a sweetheart neckline, and a skirt that flowed around her body when she moved.


Steffie had been on the fence about it when the saleswoman stepped into her dressing room and said, “Oh, my, you look like a Greek goddess in that dress.” Which in itself would have been sufficient, but when she added, “So hard to believe you’re only seventeen,” Stef was sold. Ordinarily, her age wouldn’t be an issue, but tonight, it was very much on her mind, since her date was four years older than she was.


Not that it bothered Stef—she couldn’t have cared less how old he was. In her eyes, Wade MacGregor was the perfect man, or at the very least, the perfect man for her. She’d known him for as long as she could remember, so long that she had no recollection of ever having met him. He was part of her life in St. Dennis, or had been, until he left for college in Texas four years ago. Up until then, she’d seen him almost daily. He sailed with her brother, Grant, and in the summers, he worked painting houses with a couple guys in his class, Clay Madison and Cameron O’Connor. On any given day she could—and did—walk real slowly past whatever house they were painting just to look at him. Wade was always tall for his age, and in the summers, his sandy-blond hair lightened a few shades and his skin tanned nicely. Oh, yes—Wade MacGregor was the perfect guy.


The fact that he’d always had a girlfriend when he was in high school hadn’t deterred Steffie one bit. She knew he was the guy for her, and once he figured that out, they’d live happily ever after.


She just wished he’d hurry up and see the light.


Tonight, she wasn’t thinking of any of that. Prom night was supposed to be special—magical—and Stef was determined that she would have her share of special memories. The fact that she’d had to trick Wade into being her date—and trick her mother into letting her go with him—no longer mattered. She was certain that once he saw her in her goddess-gown, once he held her close enough to see that they fit together just right, once she kissed him—well, he’d feel the magic, too. He’d see that they were Meant to Be.


She did wish the magic would kick in soon, though. So far he’d seemed … indifferent wasn’t exactly the right word. She’d seen the way he looked at her when she flowed down the steps in her goddess-gown. But so far, he’d kept his distance, thwarting every move she made to get closer.


Finally, the last dance was announced, and she rested her head on his shoulder, singing along with Shania that he was still the one, meaning every word. She could hardly wait to get into the auditorium, where they’d watch a movie compliments of the parents association—an event intended to keep the kids under their watchful eyes for as long as possible, though it was anyone’s guess what was going on in the back rows once the lights went out. The movie—Titanic—was a love story for the ages. Surely that would put Wade—and every other guy in the auditorium—in a romantic mood.


Her first clue that the rest of the evening wasn’t going to go the way she’d planned came when they filed into the room and Wade led her down the aisle to sit in the first row, pretending not to hear her protestations that they sit in the back. The second was the news that the film they’d received was defective, and instead of Titanic, they’d be watching Men in Black, an announcement that was met with cheers from most of the guys and boos from the girls.


The night’s final insult came when Wade drove her home, walked her to her front door, and attempted to open it for her—without kissing her good night.


It wasn’t as if he’d had to wonder if she wanted to kiss him. She’d stood in front of the door and wrapped her arms around his neck, closed her eyes, and puckered up.


“Ah, Stef …,” he’d said as he gently unwound her arms and held her hands in his. “That’s not going to happen.”


“Don’t you like me, Wade?”


“I like you a lot, Stef. I really do. I always have.”


“Then why don’t you want to kiss me?”


“Stef, when do you turn eighteen?”


“In August. Why?”


“In October, I’ll turn twenty-two.”


“So?” It was all she could do to keep from sounding whiny.


“So, you are underage. I’m twenty-one.”


“I repeat, so?”


“I’m too old for you, Stef. Next week, I’m flying back to Texas for graduation.”


“I still don’t understand what that has to do with you kissing me.” She pouted.


“Some might think I was taking advantage of you.”


“Yeah, like who?” she asked defiantly.


“Like, oh, your big brother, for one.”


“You’re not afraid of Grant, are you?”


“Whether or not I’m afraid isn’t the point.”


“Then what is?” She all but stamped her foot.


“Your brother is my friend, he’s on my sailing team. I like and respect him. I would not want him to think I was toying with the affections of his little sister.”


“Younger sister,” she emphasized. “And you’re not toying with me. And if you think I’m too young for you, why did you come with me tonight?”


“Look, I felt really bad about your date getting in that car accident and you being left without—” He stopped and stared down at her. “That didn’t really happen, did it?”


“What difference would it make?” She avoided his eyes.


“You made that up, didn’t you? The story about the guy flipping his car over and being in a coma …”


She shrugged. “It could have happened …”


Wade burst out laughing. “You did make it all up. Here I’ve been feeling sorry for a guy who doesn’t even exist.” He squeezed her hand. “Stef, why’d you do that?”


“Because I wanted to go to my prom with you. I told my mom and she said I couldn’t ask you because you were in college and you were too much older.” The whole sorry story spilled out. “So I told her I’d asked someone else, a guy from another school, and then three days ago I told her he was sick and he couldn’t go but I’d find someone else to take me. I knew you’d be home this weekend because I heard Grant on the phone with you about six weeks ago talking about entering Sunday’s race.”


“So three weeks ago you knew this poor guy was going to be sick and/or in a coma and wouldn’t be able to go, so you lined me up.”


“Something like that.”


“What would you have done if I’d said no?”


She shrugged. “Three weeks before the prom, I’d still be able to get a date.” She paused, then asked, “If I’d told you the truth, would you have been my date tonight?”


“Probably not.”


She pulled her hand away and turned toward the door. He grabbed her by the arm to stop her from bolting into the house.


“Stef, you are a beautiful girl …”


“Oh, please do not say, ‘Someday you’ll meet someone who’s just right for you.’ ” She closed her eyes. “Tell me you weren’t going to say that.”


“I was going to say that. And it’s true. Someday you will.”


“I don’t want anyone else.” There. She’d said it. She kept her eyes closed so that she wouldn’t have to see his face.


“Stef, I’m going back to Texas in two weeks,” he said gently, “and I’m staying there. I’m not coming back to St. Dennis.”


“What? Not ever?” Her eyes flew open. “But I wanted you to come to my graduation party.”


“I’ll be here for that. And I’ll be back to see my aunt Berry from time to time, but I’m going to be living and working in Texas.”


“Why?”


“Because I have an opportunity to go into business with a friend, and it’s what I want to do.”


She could hardly speak. The thought that Wade would leave St. Dennis forever had never occurred to her.


“You’re going to have a great life, Stef, I’m sure of it. Whether you’re here in St. Dennis or somewhere else.”


He leaned down and kissed her on the temple, then reached around her and pushed open the door.


“Good night, Stef. Thanks for sharing your prom night with me. It’s been my pleasure.”


He walked off the porch and down the front steps and went right to his car. Before he got into the driver’s side, he raised his hand to wave good-bye. Pretending not to have seen, she turned her head and ran into the house.


Spring–Current Year


The wedding had been like a fairy tale, with a fairytale princess of a bride and her handsome groom exchanging their vows in the rose garden of a historic and stately inn overlooking the Chesapeake Bay. Steffie Wyler watched her best friend, Vanessa Keaton, march back down the aisle on the arm of one of the bride’s brothers. The two of them looked like they could be the star attractions of the day, with Vanessa in her bridesmaid gown and Grady Shields, her escort, handsome in his tux.


Steffie stood at the bar. It had been a perfect day not only for the wedding couple, but for Vanessa and Grady, who were so indisputably perfect for each other. It had been one of those weddings that made you say “Ahhhhhh,” one of those days so overflowing with love and romance that one could easily believe that there was indeed magic in the air.


“Hey, Steffie.” A hand touched her bare upper arm as the soft male voice spoke her name.


She turned and looked into the eyes of the man she’d dreamed of since she was a teenager.


“Hey yourself, Wade.” She smiled as she moved to one side to make room for him at the bar. “I didn’t know you were coming home this weekend.” Which, of course, was a lie. Vanessa, being the sister of the groom, had seen the guest list, and she’d clued Steffie in to the fact that her old crush, Wade MacGregor, would be back in town for the wedding.


“I wouldn’t have missed Beck’s wedding.” Wade grinned as he signaled for the bartender. “Hell, Beck getting married is almost cause for a national holiday.”


“There are some who did believe the day would never come”—she nodded—“but of course, that was before Mia Shields hit town.”


Wade watched the bride and groom pose for photos on the lawn. “She seems like a really nice girl.”


“She is. She’s super. He’s very much aware that he’s a very lucky man.”


“Good for him. He deserves to be happy. Beck’s a heck of a guy.”


“The best,” Steffie agreed.


The bartender approached, and Wade turned to Steffie. “Another champagne?”


“Sure.” She smiled. “Thanks.”


Wade ordered the glass of champagne, then asked the bartender, “Do you have KenneMac beer on tap?”


“What kind of beer?” The bartender leaned forward as if he hadn’t heard.


“KenneMac.”


The bartender shook his head.


“I’ll just have whatever you have on draft, then,” Wade told him.


“What kind of beer did you ask for?” Stef wasn’t sure she’d heard, either.


Wade grinned. “KenneMac. It’s the beer I make back in Texas. KenneMac is the name of the company. I knew he didn’t have it. We’ve barely moved into Oklahoma.”


“Oh.” She nodded. “You could probably get a few of your old cronies to ask for it. Start a trend.”


The two glasses were served, and Wade handed Stef her champagne.


“Here’s to the happy couple.” Wade tilted his glass in Steffie’s direction, and they touched rims, drank from their glasses.


“You’re looking good, Stef,” Wade said, catching her off guard. “You always look good, but tonight you look especially pretty.”


“Thanks, Wade,” was all she could think of to say. Had he ever complimented her like that before?


It must be the dress, she thought, smoothing the skirt of water-colored silk that looked like one of Monet’s gardens. She’d bought it at Vanessa’s shop, Bling, because it had looked so damned good on her. And because it had looked so good, Ness had given her a really good discount. She’d hoped to catch Wade’s eye tonight, and after having decided that she looked like a goddess in the dress, figured it was her best bet.


It was always so nice to be right about such things. Wade had gravitated toward her like a bee to a rose.


“I saw your aunt Berry at the ceremony,” Stef said. “That’s some hat she was wearing.”


“You know Berry.” He chuckled. “She likes to make an entrance.”


Stef smiled and waved at one of her neighbors.


“So I hear your business is going well,” Wade said.


“It’s ice cream.” She shrugged. “This is a tourist town now. How could I miss?”


“I hear it’s more than just ‘ice cream.’ Berry went on and on about how it’s her favorite place in town these days. She tells me you concoct some pretty fabulous flavors.”


“Well, yes, I do,” she said with no false modesty. “I work at it, though. I like the challenge of making things that no one else does. I like playing with flavors to—” She stopped. “Sorry. Ice cream is one of my favorite subjects. I was about to bore you straight into the ground.”


“Not at all. I feel the same way about the beer that we brew. I really enjoy making unique flavors, too.”


She watched his face to make sure he wasn’t teasing her.


“You flavor your beer?” She frowned. “I thought beer’s flavor was, well, beer.”


He smiled. “I think that might be true of most of the beers from the big breweries. But microbrewing, ah, that’s a whole ’nother story.”


“What’s the difference?”


“Think of the difference between the ice cream you make as opposed to buying prepackaged ice cream that’s made in bigger batches by one of the big commercial ice-cream makers that’s shipped to supermarkets all over the country.”


She nodded. She got it. She knew every ingredient that went into every one of her batches and where it came from. She knew she made a superior product. Milk and cream from organically raised cows, fruits and spices organically raised. No additives, no preservatives.


“You make a better product than, say, the beer you’re drinking here. Smaller batches, for starters.” She nodded in the direction of his glass.


“That’s right. And because I make it myself, I control what goes into it, so if I want a beer that has a hint of, say, ginger or some other spice or fruit or an herbal note, I can experiment until I hit on the right combination.”


“I do that, too.”


“I thought you might. I wandered past Scoop this afternoon, saw your sign, stopped in, but you weren’t there.”


“I was probably getting ready to come here. Stop in tomorrow, and I’ll give you a tasting. A little of this, a little of that.”


“That sounds like an offer I can’t refuse.”


There was more banter and the greeting of old friends whom Wade hadn’t seen in a long time, lots of catching up, lots of reminiscing and laughter. When it was time to move into the ballroom for dinner, they wandered over to the table where the seating arrangements were displayed.


“Where are you sitting?” he asked.


“Table five.” She held up the little card with her name on it.


“So am I.”


“Really?”


“Well, I am now.” Wade grinned. “I just switched cards with Ricky Davis. He’ll never know the difference.”


He took her arm, his fingers light as a whisper, and together they found their table. Throughout dinner they laughed and talked, their heads close together, and after, when the band began to play, they danced. Every slow dance, ever closer, ever slower … their bodies melting together until Stef could hear his heart beating, feel his breath against her cheek and against her neck. Visions of a long, slow, sweet, and sexy night of total magic danced in her brain, and she was all but drunk with the thought of what the night still held for them. Everything was going exactly the way she’d always dreamed it would. It took all her willpower not to pinch her arm to make sure it wasn’t a dream.


Her body was so close to his that when his cell phone buzzed in his pocket, she could feel the vibration.


He held up the phone and looked at the number of the incoming call. Had it been her imagination, or had he blanched slightly? Whatever, he’d led her from the dance floor and back to her chair, and excused himself to take the call.


Must be business, she’d thought at the time, though what kind of business at almost midnight on a Saturday night …


And then he was back at her side, saying something like, “It’s time to leave.” She bit her bottom lip to conceal her smile, lest he realize how eager she was to get to her apartment and toss off the watercolor-silk dress that he’d admired, thinking, Wait till he sees what’s underneath.…


He grabbed her by the hand, and after making short but sweet congratulations and good-byes to the happy couple, he all but ran out of the inn. Steffie’s long legs hustled to keep up, and she was just about to ask, “Your car or mine?” when he pulled up abruptly at a gray sedan that was parked three cars away from her own.


“I’m sorry, but I have to leave,” he was saying as he unlocked the car with the remote. “I need to get to the airport.…”


He mumbled something about flying standby but she didn’t catch it.


“The airport?” Confused, she frowned. “Seriously? You’re leaving now?”


“Look, I didn’t want to say good-bye to you inside, but that phone call … something’s come up,” he said. “I’m really sorry. It was great to see you, Stef, great to catch up, and I wish I could stay. Maybe next time, when I’m in town …”


“Maybe not.” She backed away from him. When he took a step toward her, she took another back. “Hey, don’t let me keep you …”


“Stef …”


“No, don’t, Wade. Just go.”


She watched with disbelieving eyes as he got into the car and backed out of his parking space and sped off.


“Seriously?” she said aloud to the empty parking lot.


She growled and opened her driver’s-side door and angled in behind the wheel. She jammed the key into the ignition, put the car in reverse—and found cars blocking hers. She banged on her steering wheel, took a deep breath, and set off for the inn, seeking the blood of the idiots who’d thought it was okay to park behind her, feeling humiliated, frustrated, and more disappointed than she’d ever felt before.


You led me on and then you let me down. Had your chance and you blew it. I don’t know what you’ve got going on back in Texas that’s so hot and heavy that it couldn’t wait until tomorrow, but you just missed out on what could have been the best night of your life and you don’t even know it.


It most certainly would have been the best night of hers, too … but that was something else he’d never know.


Diary ~


As much as I appreciate all the business the tourists bring to St. Dennis, I must admit that I do love it most when they leave and we townies have our little town by the Bay to ourselves again. Fall arrives and most of the summer people depart. Is any place more glorious in September than St. Dennis? The weather is perfect—what’s not to love about cool nights and warm sunny days?—and the colors of summer and autumn blend in the foliage, if only for a few weeks. Yes, yes, of course I know that October is just around the bend, and the days will grow shorter and cooler, and cool leads to cold … I wasn’t born yesterday. But I think that September just might be my favorite month of all—and not just because Daniel and I were married in September.


Dear me, that was so long ago … and he’s been gone now for …


Well, I digress …


My point being that I look forward every year to reclaiming the town, to the changes that come when the tourists leave. The hustle is gone from the sidewalks, and the lines from the restaurants, and St. Dennis—the St. Dennis I grew up in and have loved all my life—reverts almost to the way it was before it was “discovered.” Except, of course, for the day-trippers, but they arrive mostly on the weekends and are gone by Sunday afternoon. And I can’t in good conscience complain about them, because they keep our inn full and keep our businesses open all year round. They’re the reason we have the late-season sailboat races and fall festivals and special holiday events, which I have to admit I enjoy as much as the next person. The Christmas tour last year was just wonderful, and from what I hear, this year’s will be even bigger. Oh, my, but the sight of all those old houses up off Old St. Mary’s Church Square, decorated to the nines with wreaths and lights and … well, it was magic. And we all need a little magic in our lives, don’t we?


I know I’ve had my share of magic over the years … oh, yes, indeed, I have. ~


~ Grace ~
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THAT’S it, right there, ace. The house where I spent my happiest years. Number Twelve River Road.” Wade MacGregor hoisted the squirming child onto his shoulders. Delighted to be released from the car seat where he’d spent way too much time over the past few days, the little boy kicked his feet in the air, wanting down more than he wanted up. “Hasn’t changed a whole heck of a lot since then.”


Wade studied the exterior of the house for a long moment. “Looks like there have been a few changes in some of the trim color there around the porch. Aunt Berry always likes to keep up with the latest trends. Must always be on the cutting edge, you know?”


He paused momentarily to stare at the fence that ran across the front of the property. He wondered when the fence had been installed, and why. No one had mentioned it in recent phone calls.


Then again, there were things he hadn’t mentioned, either.


“Let’s go check out the river. See the water?” Wade crossed the broad lawn to the wooden pier in long strides, fully aware that he was procrastinating. “Right down here is where I learned to fish and canoe and row and crab and do all kinds of fun things.”


He looked up into the face of the dark-haired cherub whose heels kicked gleefully into his chest.


“Yeah, I suspect you’ll be wanting to do those things one day, too. I’ll teach you whenever you’re ready,” Wade told him. “I promised your mama that I’d raise you the best I could. I can’t think of any better place for you to spend your summers than right here in St. Dennis, just like I did.”


A sleek boat passed by, kicking up some wake as it headed toward the mouth of the New River, where it met the Chesapeake Bay.


“Someday soon, we’ll go sailing out there. You’ll like that. We’ll have to get you a little life jacket first, though.” Wade thought for a moment. “Your mama loved the water. That’s one thing you’ll want to know about her when you get older. She loved to swim and water-ski and dive. Maybe one day you’ll want to do those things, too. She wanted to teach you herself, but that’s not going to happen now.” Wade swallowed the lump that threatened to close his throat. “I know you miss her, buddy. I miss her, too …”


Overhead a gull drifted, and attracted by something on the dock, dropped down onto one of the pilings to get a better look. It hopped to the deck, pecked at something solid for a moment, then took flight, the unexpected prize held in its beak. The bird changed direction, and angled back toward the Bay. Wade followed it with his eyes until it disappeared.


“Ring-billed gull,” Wade said aloud. “Not to be confused with the herring gull. Someday you’ll know the difference. Someday you’ll know all the shorebirds.”


Figuring he’d gotten about all he was going to get out of his efforts to put off the inevitable, he glanced over his shoulder at the house.


“Well, I guess it’s time to face the music.” He started back across the lawn. “You ready to meet your aunt Dallas and your cousin Cody and your great-great-aunt Berry?”


The back door opened and a golden retriever sped out, a fluffy white dog on its heels, both barking wildly at the intruders.


“Fleur!” A little boy of six or seven raced after the dogs. “Ally! Stop! Come back!”


The dogs continued to run toward Wade.


“See doggie!” The toddler demanded and struggled to get down. “Wanna see doggie!”


Wade stood stock-still, waiting to see just how close the dogs would come, if they’d continue to bark, and if they’d show signs of real aggression.


“Ally! Fleur!” The boy ran after them and caught up with them when they stopped about ten feet from Wade.


“Hi, Cody,” Wade said. “Do you remember me?”


Cody narrowed his eyes and searched Wade’s face momentarily before a smile appeared.


“You’re my uncle Wade,” he said. “You live in Texas.”


“Not anymore.” Wade gestured to the dogs, who had calmed down a little. “They don’t bite, do they?”


“Nah.” The boy shook his head. “They just act tough. Mom says they think they’re Dobermans or rottweilers or something.”


Wade laughed. “Where is your mom?”


“She’s in the house. She didn’t say you were coming today.” Cody pointed to Austin, who was trying to wiggle out of Wade’s grasp to get to the ground. “Who’s that?”


“Cody, this is Austin.” Wade lifted the toddler in an arc over his head and placed him on his feet on the grass. “He’s your cousin.”


“Hi, Austin.” Cody knelt down in front of Austin, who pointed a chubby finger at the dogs, who approached cautiously, wagging their tales. “Austin, this is Ally. She’s Aunt Berry’s dog. And this one”—he pointed to the white dog—“is Fleur. She’s mine.”


“Here, doggie!” Austin chortled as the golden retriever drew closer.


Cody glanced up at Wade. “My mom didn’t tell me I had a little cousin.”


“Your mom doesn’t know.”


“Boy, will she be surprised.” Cody commanded the dogs to sit, then led Austin to them.


“Boy, will she ever,” Wade muttered.


A woman started around the side of the house, her pale blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, her dark glasses obscuring half her face.


“Cody, who are you talking—” she began, then stopped in her tracks. “Wade?”


“Hey, Dallas.” Wade walked to meet his sister as she started toward him. “We were just on our way up to the house when Cody and his furry friends came out to greet us.”


“You stinker! You didn’t tell us you were coming home this week!” Dallas MacGregor wrapped her arms around him and hugged tightly. “You’re looking good, kiddo.”


“You’re looking even better.” Wade hugged her in return and spun her halfway around before setting her down. “St. Dennis agrees with you.”


“Why didn’t you let us know you were coming? And what’s with the trailer?” She pointed to the drive, where Wade’s Jeep sat with a trailer hooked up to the back. “You hauling your beer in there? Expanding your business to the Chesapeake?”


“Actually, I closed the business. I sold the equipment and the building.”


Dallas’s jaw dropped. When she recovered, she asked, “What happened? Your brewery was doing so well. All those awards you won … I thought you were really solid.”


“We were. It’s a long story, Dallas.”


Wade looked away. He’d been dreading this conversation for weeks. He’d been so proud of KenneMac, the brewery he’d started from scratch with his best friend from college. He’d hated closing it down, but hated the idea of selling it even more. The company name—that had been his and Robin’s. His brewing secrets had taken him years to perfect. KenneMac Brews had been the best part of his life for the past eight years. Giving it up was one thing. Selling it—allowing someone else to become KenneMac Brews—well, that just wasn’t going to happen.


But then again, even giving up the brewery wasn’t the worst thing that had happened over the past few months.


The back door opened and a woman of indeterminable age stepped out onto the porch.


“Dallas, who’s that you’re talking to? And what’s that thing parked in my driveway?” Hands on her hips, Beryl Eberle—once known internationally as screen star Beryl Townsend—paused, appearing to study the scene. “Is that Wade?”


“Yes, Aunt Berry. It’s me.” Wade’s smile was genuine. He adored his great-aunt. She’d been the indulgent grandmother he hadn’t known and Auntie Mame all in one. He counted the years he’d lived with her as some of the best of his life.


She came down the porch steps, holding on, he noticed, to the railing all the way. She was always so spry, so clever and lively, he often forgot that she’d turned eighty-one on her last birthday and had another approaching. He quickened his step so that she wouldn’t have to walk across the entire yard to greet him.


“You are a sight for these old eyes, Wade MacGregor.” She hugged him fiercely. “How dare you stay away for so long.”


“What was I thinking?” He embraced her gently.


“I’ll be damned if I know.” She stood back and held him at arm’s length. “You look more and more like your father every year. And I don’t mind saying that Ned was the best-looking young man I ever—”


“Stop feeding his ego with that stuff,” Dallas admonished. “He’s already got a big head.”


“What is that thing in the driveway?” Berry asked again.


“It’s a trailer,” he explained. “Holds all my worldly goods.”


“Does this mean you’ve come home? That you’re staying?” Berry, clearly joyful at the very thought, grabbed Wade’s hand and gave it a squeeze.


“I’m not staying, Aunt Berry,” he said softly. “I’m just passing through St. Dennis on my way to Connecticut. I’m going to be working for another brewery.”


“What happened to your brewery?” she demanded.


“We were just starting to talk about that, Berry,” Dallas told her.


“Well, he’s going to have to start from the beginning, because I want—” A squeal of laughter erupted from the lawn. “What on earth …?”


Berry’s eyes narrowed. “Is that a small child I see down there with Cody and the dogs?” She stretched out her arm, her thin finger pointing to the tangle of fur and human on the ground. “There. There’s a little boy. Where did that child come from?”


“Ah, Berry, actually, he’s mine.” Wade’s eyes glanced from his aunt’s startled face to his sister’s. “That’s Austin.”


“Did you say … he’s yours?” Dallas’s eyes widened, as if she wasn’t quite sure she’d heard correctly.


“Yeah.” Wade nodded again.


“Well, who … I mean, when …” Dallas sputtered.


“You’ve had a child and you didn’t think to let us know about him?” Berry’s face was deadly with accusation.


Wade started to mount a defense, then stopped. Of course he owed them an explanation. What had he been thinking, not telling them as soon as the whole thing started? It wasn’t so much that he’d wanted to keep Austin a secret. It was simply that every time he thought about calling and telling them, he’d get cold feet. There were so many questions, and after the past six months, he was so depleted emotionally, it had been too difficult to think about having that conversation on the phone.


Wade sighed. “It’s really complicated.”


“Assume for a moment that your sister and I possess a certain degree of intelligence. Perhaps even enough to understand.” Berry raised one eyebrow, her favored expression to convey sarcasm. “Provided you speak slowly and use only very small words, of course.”


Feeling like a chastised twelve-year-old, Wade went to his son and picked him up.


“No!” Austin protested loudly. “Play doggie.”


“The dogs are going to come with us, right, Cody?”


“Right.” Cody ran ahead and both dogs followed. “They’re following us, Austin. See?”


“Down.” Austin continued to struggle all the way across the lawn.


“Austin, meet your aunt Dallas and your great-great-aunt Berry.” Wade held the child in both arms.


Austin’s attention momentarily distracted from Ally and Fleur, he giggled and pointed to Berry and proclaimed, “Berry!”


“You coached him to do that so I’d melt right here on this very spot,” Berry accused. “And it worked. Hello, Austin.”


Berry held out her hand and Austin giggled again.


“Let me have him.” Dallas reached for the child, and Wade passed him over. “He is a darling little thing, isn’t he?” She met her brother’s eyes. “Who’s his mother, Wade? And where is she?”


“That’s the complicated part,” he told her softly. “It’s a really long story.”


“I’ve got all day. Berry? You have plans for this afternoon?” Dallas shifted a squirming Austin in her arms, then let him get down.


“I do now. Into the house. All of you—kids, dogs, everyone.” Berry turned and started up the steps. “I can’t have this conversation standing out in the hot sun without a cold glass of iced tea. It isn’t civilized.”


“She says march, we march.” Dallas shrugged and followed in Berry’s footsteps. She paused partway up and turned to Wade. “Wade, are you married to Austin’s mother?”


“I was.”


“When?”


“For almost three weeks, in July.”


“Three weeks?” Dallas frowned. “You were only married for three weeks? Jeez, Wade, why bother?”


“Because she was dying,” he said softly, “and I wanted her to die in peace.”


For the second time in less than ten minutes, Dallas was momentarily stunned. When she recovered, she raised her hand and gently touched his face. “Oh, sweetie. What happened to you in Texas?”


“Like I said, it’s a long story.”


“Like I said, I have all day.” Dallas took him by the hand and walked the rest of the way up the steps in silence. When they got to the deck, she paused and asked, “Is Austin your son?”


“He is now.”


He opened the door for his sister, and waited while she entered the house, a million questions on her face and in her eyes.


He waited for the boys and the two dogs at the top of the stairs, and wondered where to begin to tell the story he should have told them months ago.
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THE bell over the door in Steffie Wyler’s ice-cream shop, One Scoop or Two—known locally as “Scoop”—rang for what Steffie thought was probably the five hundred and fiftieth time in the past two hours.


“Top of the list of things to do as soon as the afterdinner rush dies down: deep-six that damned bell,” she told Tina, one of two of her part-time employees who were working that night. “It was a cute idea when the shop first opened and I’d get a dozen customers in the morning and maybe twice as many in the afternoon. It’s no longer cute. If I had a gun, I swear I’d shoot it off the door from here.”


The bell rang again and she glanced up as the latest group entered the small onetime crabber’s shack that now served as Scoop’s home, and her words died in her throat. Dallas MacGregor, a regular customer, came into the shop, trailed by her great-aunt and the tall, ridiculously handsome guy who’d been the object of Steffie’s affection—and lust—since before she was old enough to know the difference between, well, affection and lust.


The last time she’d seen Wade MacGregor, he was driving away from the inn at Sinclair’s Point on the night of the local police chief’s wedding—driving away and leaving a hurt, confused, and wildly frustrated Steffie standing alone in the parking lot after they’d danced away most of the night. No explanations. Just “Gotta go. Got a plane to catch. See ya.” And just that fast, he’d disappeared.


Okay, maybe it wasn’t quite that abrupt—there’d been some mumbling about something unexpected coming up—but Steffie’s big plans for the rest of the night had faded into the moonlight along with the exhaust from Wade’s rental car. That had been four months ago, and she hadn’t heard a word from him since.


Jerk.


She tried to ignore the smile of recognition that spread across his face when he saw her. Tried just as unsuccessfully to keep her heart rate under control. Tried to push from her mind the scenes her imagination had conjured up of Wade walking into Scoop—like he just had, all nonchalant and gorgeous, smiling a special smile just for her—at which time she put the “Closed” sign on the door and they fell into each other’s arms and frantically …


“I said two scoops of chocolate.” The customer she was waiting on waved a hand in front of her face to get her attention. “That’s pistachio.”


“Oh. Sorry. I thought you said …” Steffie shook her head and forced herself to focus on the task at hand and hoped that no one noticed the red flush that she felt spreading from her neck to her hairline. “Sorry.”


She returned the pistachio scoops to the container and remade the cone. “You can take it right over there to the cash register and Claire will ring you up,” she told the customer, then nodded to the next person in the line that had formed in front of the glassfronted case. “What would you like, ma’am?”


Seven customers later, Steffie looked over the counter and found Cody Blair, Dallas’s son, waiting his turn. He held the hand of a little boy, a beautiful child who had dark curly hair and big brown eyes.


Neighbor’s kid, I guess, Steffie thought. Cute as a button.


“What can I get for you, Cody?”


“I want two scoops of chocolate midnight madness,” he told her solemnly, then added, “please.”


“One scoop is plenty, Cody.” Dallas tapped him on the head.


“Uh-uh.” Cody turned to his mother. “I’m sharing with Austin.” He leaned over and lifted the child. “Right, Austin? We’re going to share.”


Austin struggled to turn, and lifted his arms over his head.


“Daddy!” Austin reached up. “Daddy!”


“Right here, ace.”


Steffie watched in dumb fascination as Wade reached over Cody and plucked Austin from his arms.


“Daddy’s right here.”


Daddy? Daddy?


“Stef, could you put two spoons in Cody’s dish?” Dallas was asking from what seemed like another planet. “And maybe put a very small scoop of vanilla in there with it.”


Steffie’s hand clutched the scoop. For a moment she wished it was something more lethal.


Man attacked by crazed ice-cream lady wielding metal implement; film at eleven.


“And two spoons, if you would?” Dallas repeated. “Stef?”


“Right. Two spoons.” Steffie focused on the cardboard containers of ice cream in the cooler. “Two chocolate midnight madness and one vanilla.”


“Small scoops,” Dallas added.


“Right. Small scoops.” Steffie repeated softly as if reminding herself of something very important. “Two spoons.”


She completed the order and held it over the counter to Cody, who stared into the dish.


“You forgot my chocolate sprinkles.” He held up the dish for her to see.


“So I did.” Steffie shook her head. “What was I thinking?”


She grabbed a spoon and sprinkled the tiny chocolate pieces over the ice cream and handed it to Cody.


“Better?” she asked.


He nodded. “Thank you, Steffie.”


“You’re welcome.” She turned her attention to Dallas. “And what can I get for you?”


“I think some of whatever lemony thing you might have.” Dallas’s eyes scanned the cooler.


“Sorry. Nothing lemony tonight. I do have peach pecan deliciousness, though.” Steffie kept her eyes on the contents of the freezer, as if seeing the flavors for the first time. Anything to keep from looking at Wade, or to let him think that she was even thinking of looking at him.


“The peach sounds great. Thanks. One scoop in a cone, please.”


Stef prepared the cone and handed it over.


“Miss B, what would you like tonight?” Stef smiled at Berry.


“No lemon, you say?” Berry looked up and down the glass counter. “Oh, dear. I’d had my heart set on that lemon curd confection.”


“I’ll have some tomorrow, promise,” Stef assured her. “But I think you’d like the plum tart.” She put down the scoop and reached for a tasting spoon, loaded it with the plum ice cream, and offered it to Berry.


“Oh, my, that is tasty.” Berry smiled broadly. “You never steer me wrong, Steffie. I’ll have a scoop of that in a sugar cone.”


“Coming right up.” Steffie made the cone and passed it over.


That left one person in the party still waiting to be served. Must not react, she cautioned. Must not let him know how rattled I am to see him. Must not act like it matters to me that that kid just called him Daddy.


She took a deep breath and met Wade’s eyes as he stepped up to the counter. “Wade?”


“How are you, Stef?”


“I’m good. Yourself?”


“Good.” He nodded.


“Good. So, then, we’re both good. Now what can I get for you?” she asked with all the nonchalance she could muster. Just another customer, she told herself. He’s just another customer.


“I guess I’ll have the same as you gave the boys. The chocolate stuff.”


“Bowl? Cone?” she asked.


“Cone’s good.”


She kept her eyes averted from his until she completed his order and handed it to him. She lifted the cone over the counter and looked directly into his eyes without saying a word.


“Thanks.”


“You’re welcome.” She looked away for a moment, then looked back.


He appeared about to say something else, but she didn’t give him the chance. What was there to say, she reasoned, after the little guy said “Daddy”?


“Claire is at the cash register. She’ll ring you up.” She smiled her best smile then turned her attention to the man waiting in line behind Wade. “What can I get for you?”


Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Wade hesitate, then move on to the cash register. She concentrated on her customer, then on the next one, and the next, until Wade and his family made their way to the door. She didn’t look up until she heard the bell ring, then stole a peek just in time to see his tanned arm pulling the door closed behind him.


She took a deep breath, ignored the stab to her heart, and fixed a smile. “I can help the next person in line …”


“He has a what?”


Vanessa Keaton sat back on the sofa cushion, a puzzled expression on her face. If she’d been perturbed by Steffie’s late-night ringing of her doorbell, she gave no sign. After all, she and Stef were best friends, and as such, certain privileges were automatically granted.


Besides, Stef had brought ice cream, several cartons containing the little bits left over at the end of the day.


“A little boy. He looks like he’s about two, maybe younger. Tough for me to tell. I’m not around kids very often.” She dipped a spoon into the carton of pineapple macadamia fudge ripple. “Except, of course, the kids who come into the shop. But I never ask them how old they are.”


“He has a son? Are you sure it’s his?”


“Austin—that’s the little boy’s name—called Wade ‘Daddy.’ And when Wade picked him up, he said, ‘Daddy’s here,’ or something like that. Anyway, it was pretty damned clear that he’s the daddy.”


“Who’s the mommy?” Vanessa peered into the carton, found it empty, and tossed it into the plastic trash bag she’d brought into the room for just that purpose.


“That would be the big question.” Steffie shook her head. “I have no idea. But do I feel like the biggest idiot on the planet.”


“Why should you? You didn’t do anything wrong.”


“Oh, no. Just sort of crawled all over him at your brother’s wedding a few months ago.”


“I seem to recall he was doing an equal amount of crawling,” Vanessa pointed out. “So if anyone should feel like a jerk, it should be him.”


Steffie snorted. “Guys don’t generally regret crawling.”


“Seriously. Let’s look at the facts.” Vanessa repositioned herself on the sofa, her legs tucked under her. “Would you hand me the apple pecan if you’re finished with it?”


Steffie passed the carton.


“He knew that he was …” Vanessa scooped up a spoonful of ice cream. “What is he? Is he married?” She licked the spoon. “You don’t suppose he’s been married all this time, do you?”


Steffie shook her head. “Wade can be a jerk, but I’ve never known him to be, you know, sneaky. Dishonest. Immoral.” She paused. “I’ve never known him to be that kind of a jerk. The kind of jerk who’d romance one woman while being married to another.” She took the carton back from Vanessa. “Then again … there is Austin.”


“Maybe he and the baby’s mother were married at some point but are divorced now. Or maybe they never married. Maybe the baby was an accident. Maybe she—whoever she is—got pregnant by accident and decided to keep the baby. Then Wade, being a jerk though not an immoral one, would want to do the right thing if he was the father. He’d want to, you know, be a real father, don’t you think? He’d want to be part of the child’s life, right?”


“I honestly don’t know what to think. Except that he’s known all along that he had this child and was obviously in a hitherto unknown-to-me relationship of some sort with someone else and yet spent hours priming me for a long night of bliss, which he then denied me of by leaving to catch a plane back to Texas.” Steffie began to steam all over again. “Back to Austin and his mommy.”


“What is Grant saying?”


“What?” Steffie frowned, her spoon stopped midway between her mouth and the carton.


“Grant? Your brother?” Vanessa’s foot poked at Steffie’s. “The guy who is hot and heavy with Wade’s sister?”


Steffie reached into her pocket, took out her cell phone, and speed-dialed a number. “If he knew about this all along and he didn’t tell me, I will kill him. What’s the word for it? Fratricide?”


Steffie tapped impatient fingers on the phone.


“He’s not picking up. Coward. I’ll bet he knows that Wade is here with this baby and that I’m going to find out about it and that I’m going to be pissed off.” She listened for a moment, then left a message for her brother. “All right, smart-ass. Want to tell now me why you didn’t bother to tell me before that Wade has a son?” She ended the call.


“What’s the baby look like?” Vanessa placed another empty carton into the bag. “Is he cute?”


“He is beyond cute,” Stef admitted. “Dark curly hair, big dark eyes.”


“Really? Huh, that’s interesting,” Vanessa noted. “The MacGregors are all so fair.”


“Maybe the baby’s mom is Italian or something. I’d be tempted to say Wade’s ‘baby mama,’ but I really hate that expression.” Steffie tossed her empty carton into the bag with Vanessa’s.


“Me, too.”


They sat in silence for a moment.


“I think maybe he married this baby’s mother, Ness.”


“Well, like I said before, they could be divorced. He didn’t have anyone with him at Scoop, right?”


“She could have stayed back at the house. Oh, shit. Maybe she’s here in St. Dennis.” Stef picked up a throw pillow and held it over her face. “Everyone in town saw Wade and me together at Beck’s wedding. Everyone knows I have had the hots for him all my natural life. This is so humiliating, I could just—”


Her pocket began to ring. She glanced at the caller ID before answering.


“Grant? Are you prepared to spill everything you know? Because if not, prepare to die.”


“Stef, I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about,” her brother told her. He sounded weary, but that wasn’t going to stop her from interrogating him.


“Wade? Your honey’s brother?”


“I know who Wade is, Stef.”


“I want to know everything you know about this baby.”


“What baby?”


“Wade’s baby. Stop playing with me, Grant. It’s not funny.”


“Stef. I’m tired, I drove for twelve hours straight today to take my daughter back to her mother in Ohio. I just dropped her off a couple of hours ago, and right now I feel like the sky is falling, okay? So don’t jerk me around. Just tell me what you’re talking about because I swear I don’t know.”


“Oh, shit, that’s right. You took Paige back today.” Steffie winced. How could she have forgotten that he’d driven his daughter back to her mother—Grant’s ex-wife, Krista—so that Paige could start the school year after having spent the entire summer in St. Dennis? “I’m sorry. I know how much you wanted to keep her here, and I know how badly she wanted to stay.”


“Yeah, so have mercy, okay, and tell me what this is all about.”


She told him.


“Are you sure the boy called Wade ‘Daddy’?”


“Yes.”


“Stef, I don’t know anything about this. I swear.”


“Dallas didn’t tell you?”


“I haven’t talked to her tonight. I left voice mail on her cell phone earlier, but you know her. Half the time she doesn’t even look at her phone unless she’s waiting for a business call. But Wade wasn’t there when I left yesterday, and she didn’t mention him at all last night, not even that he was coming home.”


“Well, when you hear from her, will you find out what’s going on so you can tell me?”


“Yeah, but I have a hard time believing that she wouldn’t have told me if Wade had a son. I think there’s some mistake.”


“Yeah, well, when you figure out what it is, give me a call, okay?”


“Sure.”


“And, Grant?” Stef bit her bottom lip. “I’m really sorry about Paige. Was she all right? About going back, I mean?”


“If you call not speaking to me once we crossed the Pennsylvania border into Ohio being ‘all right,’ then yeah, she’s fine with it.”


“I’m really sorry.” She added, “I’ll miss her, too.”


“Anything else, Stef? ’Cause I’m beat, and I want to get some sleep before I start the drive back in the morning.”


“No, that was it.” She felt compelled to apologize one more time. “I’m sorry, Grant.”


The call ended and she tossed the phone onto the sofa cushion and covered her face with her hands.


“I am shallow beyond all belief. I got so caught up in my own little drama that I forgot about Grant driving Paige back today. He should never speak to me again. I am a colossal … I can’t even think of anything bad enough.”


Vanessa rolled up a paper napkin and tossed it at Steffie, bouncing it off her head.


“Fine. You’re the worst person ever born. Get over it.” Vanessa went into the kitchen and retrieved another carton from the freezer. “Plum tart.” She held up the carton. “I love it when you bring leftovers.”


She took her seat again. “Look, Stef, if you’d realized that Grant was in Ohio and had just dropped off Paige and didn’t care about anyone’s feelings but your own, then yes, you would be a total bitch. But you didn’t, and Grant knows that you didn’t, so let it go.”


“But I should have remembered something that important.” Steffie picked up the napkin and dropped it into the bag with the empties. “I was only thinking about myself.”


“You’re allowed to do that sometimes, you know. Besides, you must have been really surprised when Wade came in with the kidlet.”


“Shocked is more like it.”


“I take it Grant didn’t know about Wade’s son, either.”


Stef shook her head. “He said Dallas has never mentioned it—which is really odd, when you come to think about it. But he didn’t talk to her today. He left voice mail for her but hasn’t heard back yet.”
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