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JESSE STOOD near the back of the crowd of well-wishers and listened as first Beck made a toast, followed by one given by Dallas, then another by Grant. His mind began drifting back to that moment earlier when he’d crossed Cherry Street at the top of the block just as Brooke began to park the car. He’d just made it to Vanessa’s driveway when Brooke stumbled and fell forward and the tower of white boxes began to shift. If he’d been two steps sooner, he’d have been able to prevent the top boxes from toppling.


The look on Brooke’s face had been sheer panic and total devastation when those three boxes hit the ground. He understood what it meant to need to make a great first impression, how sometimes the direction of your life could depend on it. He was glad that he had been the one there to lend a hand and to help put a smile back on her face.


It was a beautiful smile, and a heart-stoppingly beautiful face. Hadn’t his own heart all but stopped when she’d walked up to him and called his name a few minutes ago? Through the crowd he could see her, and he was finding it hard to look away.
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Diary –


Is there anything quite like a brisk morning in late October? The blood moves a bit quicker, the heart beats a little faster, and the step is just a little livelier than in summer when the heat and humidity bear down mercilessly. But I do have to confess that I do not like this daylight savings time moving into early fall the way it has these past few years. It’s bad enough that the days are starting to grow shorter on their own, without imposing an earlier “fall behind” on us all!


There. Rant over!


I love all the merriness of the season as much now as I did when I was a child—the scarecrows that suddenly appear on the front porches and lawns, their straw-filled flannel shirts and old jeans held up by corn shocks or lampposts that seem to be everywhere. And the pumpkins! Oh my, the pumpkins, with faces like grinning demons, lit from within, or painted to look like clowns. Oh, and the ever-popular cat silhouettes, their tails straight up in the air as they shriek silently at some passing fright—ah, I have to admit, I love it all! I have always loved Halloween—especially here in St. Dennis, where we do the holiday justice.


Just last month, I sat in on the planning committee for this year’s Halloween Parade, and I have to say it’s going to be glorious fun! We’re going to close down Charles Street and have the children parade right through the center of town to the marina, where we’ll give out prizes for the best costumes and award all the participants with ice cream made especially for the occasion by Steffie at Scoop and apples from Madison’s Orchards. All the merchants in town have contributed something to the festivities—mostly in the form of prizes—and I love that the entire community is involved. We have selected our Halloween queen, as we do every year, but of course, my lips are sealed, as it’s a huge no-no to reveal her identity until the day of the parade. As far as I know, no one has ever let that cat out of the bag prematurely. It would simply take away the fun of it all. But I will say that this year’s selection is especially fitting, and will be met with universal approval, I believe. Then, later, there’s the traditional trick or treat for the children, and later still, a bonfire on the square.


It seems like only yesterday I was dressing my children in their costumes and shepherding them into town for the parade. Dan would take the three of them—Daniel, Lucy, and Ford—trick or treating among the friends and neighbors and family in town, and bring them home hours later, exhausted and dragging pillowcases stuffed with enough treats to last for weeks. No thoughts of razor blades or poisoned candy bars back then, although one year someone did slip a couple of dog biscuits into Ford’s bag, much to his dismay.


Those were indeed good old days. My Dan was still alive and we were all together, all five of us, under the same roof every night. When I closed my eyes to fall asleep, I knew where all three of my precious children were. That’s a claim I haven’t been able to make in many years, much to my sorrow. Ah, well—perhaps someday …


– Grace –








Chapter 1



AT the moment the moon began its descent and the sun started to rise, the back door of the old farmhouse opened and a petite woman with a long strawberry-blond ponytail stepped out onto the porch. Brooke Madison Bowers hesitated for a moment before walking on bare feet through the cool dew-covered grass that was a week overdue for a mowing. When she reached the small fence-enclosed garden, she pushed aside the squeaky gate and headed for the stone bench, where she sat alone in the soft shadows and the hush of the new day until the dawn began to break in earnest.


The backs of her thighs drew the chill from the damp stone despite the sweatpants she wore, and she shifted uncomfortably. She pulled up her legs and wrapped her arms around them and wished she’d grabbed a jacket on her way through the kitchen. Shoes would have been nice, too. Goose bumps rose on her arms under her sweatshirt, and she thought it would be especially nice if the sun, just now nudging over the smallest of the three barns, would move just a little faster.


Light silently fanned out across fields she’d played in once upon a time. The memory of chasing their dogs through the rows of corn was so fresh, so real, she had to stop and mentally tally just how many years it had been since she’d been a child.


That many? Really?


The dogs were long gone, and her life had taken many an unexpected road since they’d romped together. It was hard to believe that the onetime Miss Blue Claw and Miss Eastern Shore—the golden girl, the beauty queen, the girl most likely to succeed—was once again living on her family farm, sleeping under the familiar red roof with her mother down the hall to the left in the room she’d shared with Brooke’s father for forty-two years, and her brother two doors down to the right. Déjà vu all over again. Except that it wasn’t.


For one thing, her father had passed away two years ago. For another, the room next to Brooke now belonged to her son. The biggest change of all was that the once happy-go-lucky girl was now a not-so-merry widow.


“Brooke? You out there?” her brother called to her as he crossed the yard. She’d been so lost in thought she’d heard neither the back door nor his footsteps.


“Here, Clay. In the herb garden.”


He pushed through the gate, telling her, “I’ve got coffee.”


“You’re a good brother.”


“The best.” He handed her a mug of coffee and took a seat next to her on the bench.


“Thanks.”


“Sure.” Clay stretched his long legs out in front of him and took a deep breath. “Everything okay? How are your finances holding up?”


“Fine. Between Eric’s benefits and the life insurance and some investments, I’m fine.”


“You know if you needed anything …”


“I do know. And I thank you.”


“You’re welcome.”


“Beautiful sunrise,” she observed, mostly to change the subject.


“Nothing like early morning. Watching the light spread across the orchard like that … I never get tired of it.” He raised his mug in a sort of salute in the direction of the apple trees that formed the property line beyond the garden.


“Old Clay Madison had a farm,” she sang under her breath. “Do I have to add the ‘E-I, E-I-O’?”


Clay laughed. “Hey, it’s all old Clay Madison ever really wanted.” After a pause, he asked, “What about you, Brooke? What do you want?”


“Today?” She sighed. “I just want to get through today without going off the deep end. I keep going back and forth between feeling just plain sad and just plain pissed off.”


“Please accept my apologies in advance for being an insensitive ass, but what’s today? Other than Logan’s birthday.”


“That’s it. Logan’s eight years old today.”


“And that makes you sad and angry?”


“Because Eric isn’t here for it, and he’ll never be here for any of Logan’s birthdays.” She paused. “Actually, Eric hasn’t been around for any of his birthdays. He was in Iraq for the first four, and these past few years, he’s been gone.”


“Damn,” he said softly. “Has it been three years?”


“Two and a half since my husband was blown up in Iraq and my life blew up in my face.” She cleared her throat and tried to keep her voice from quivering.


She glanced at her brother and could tell he was struggling to find something—the right something—to say.


“It’s okay,” she assured him. “I mean, what do you say? ‘I’m sorry Eric didn’t live to see his son grow up and I’m still sorry that he died’?”


“I am still sorry that Eric died. He was a hell of a guy.”


She turned her back on him and rested against his shoulder.


“Did I say the wrong thing?”


“No, you said exactly the right thing. I just want to lean,” she said. “ ’Member when we were kids and we sat out here at night and tried to count the stars?”


“Yeah. I think the most I ever counted was a hundred and fifty-three before I gave up.” He turned and faced the opposite direction so that she could rest her back squarely against his. “Better?”


“Much. Thanks.”


They sat in silence and drank their coffee while the day unfolded around them.


“I guess I should go in and see if Logan—”


“Brooke, I know how hard the past few years have been for you. I know it’s still hard. But …” Clay hesitated, as if not sure he wanted to continue.


“But …?” She waited.


“But maybe … well, maybe it might be time to try to start to rebuild your life.”


“I am rebuilding my life. By December, I’ll have my degree and I’m starting my own business. I’d call that rebuilding.”


He nodded. “It is. You are. Of course you are. And I’m really proud of you for doing all those things. A lot of people wouldn’t have bothered to take those last courses for their B.S., and I know you’ve put a lot of time into starting up this business of yours, but …”


“But …?” She swung her legs around and plunked her bare feet on the ground. Her toes curled up against the cold.


“But maybe it’s time for you to, you know, get out a little more.”


“I get out. I get out plenty. Last night I went with Dallas to look for her wedding dress. Tomorrow night I’m going over to Vanessa’s to help get things ready for the engagement party she’s hosting this weekend for Steffie and Wade.”


“That’s not exactly what I meant. I meant, like, with a guy.”


“You mean dating?” She frowned. “I’ve gone on dates. I’ve gone on lots of dates.”


“You’ve gone on lots of first dates.”


“What’s your point?” Brooke loved her brother but knew where he was heading and she didn’t really want to go there.


“My point is that sooner or later you’re going to run out of guys to have first dates with.” His voice was gentle, and she gave him points for the effort. “I’m just a little concerned that you never seem to give anyone a real chance.”


She stared at him.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means that you flirt with a guy, you go out with him, then … nothing. I mean, every guy on the Eastern Shore can’t be a dud. There are a lot of nice guys in town.”


“I know.” Mentally she took back the points she’d just given him. “I’ve gone out with several nice guys.”


“Once. You go out with them once, then find a reason to never go out with the same guy again.”


“No chemistry.”


“I think the truth is that you don’t want there to be any chemistry. You like the company, you like the attention, and I know you well enough to know that you like getting dressed up and looking gorgeous and going out. But the bottom line? You don’t really want a relationship with anyone.” He took her hand. “You’re too young to give up, toots. You’re beautiful and fun and you deserve to have a beautiful, fun life with someone who adores you.”


“I had that.” She pulled her hand away. “Now I don’t. End of story.”


“Doesn’t mean that it’s the end of your story.”


“Yes, it does. You get one soul mate, Clay. I had mine.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I loved Eric so much. We had the best plans for the best life you could possibly imagine. We were going to have more kids, he was going to go back into the business he started with his brother, we were …” She swallowed back the lump in her throat. “We were going to grow old together. Raise our kids and spoil our grandkids. Buy a boat and travel the Intercoastal Waterway, then retire on a beach somewhere. Then bam! Gone.”


“Brooke, the human heart …” Clay struggled to voice his thoughts, as if speaking them aloud for the first time. “There aren’t limits on how many people we can love.”


“Oh, I know that. But I could never replace him.”


“It’s not about replacing. Of course you can’t. You’re always going to love him, and you should. But that doesn’t mean you can’t find someone else to love, too.” Before she could protest, he added, “Loving someone else doesn’t mean you’re replacing Eric, honey. It’s not a betrayal. And sooner or later, you’re going to have to move on.”


“Why?” She knew she sounded pathetic but didn’t really care.


“Because the last thing Eric would have wanted would be for you to not live—really live—the rest of your life. You’re really young, you know. There’s someone else for you to love somewhere.”


“You know, there was a time, after Eric died, I wanted to die, too, so I could be with him. But there was Logan, and I couldn’t leave our son alone like that.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to love anyone like that ever again. I’ll never risk that kind of pain again.” She looked up at Clay. “I appreciate that you care, I really do. But I have no interest in falling in love or anything that complicates my life. Thus the occasional first date suits me just fine.”


Clay nodded, his way of conceding the argument.


“Would it be rude of me to mention that I don’t recall the last time you were involved with anyone for any length of time?” She thought she’d throw that out there. Tit for tat, as it were.


“I haven’t found the right girl.” He looked away. “The difference between you and me is that I’m looking. You’re not looking.”


“You’re right. I’m not.”


“Brooke. Life goes on. It has to.”


Because she didn’t know how to reply to that, she stood and drained the last drops of coffee from her mug. “You coming in?” she asked, signaling that the discussion was over.


“I’ll be along. I want to do a little watering out here first. Won’t be too much longer before we get frost. I want to keep the herbs going for as long as I can.”


“I’ll see you inside.” Brooke pushed the gate open, but before she stepped through it, she turned back. “Clay, I do appreciate that you’re concerned. I know that you care. It means a lot to me that you do.”


He nodded and handed her his mug to take back to the house. “You’re the only sister I’ve got. I want you to be happy.”


“I’m happy,” she assured him. “Just not in the way I used to be.”


Halfway to the house she called back to him. “You need to cut the grass, bucko.”


“It’s on the list,” he called back.


Brooke tiptoed on cold feet into the quiet farmhouse. The ticking of the ancient grandfather clock in the front hall was the only sound. She made a brief stop in the kitchen to refill her mug before going upstairs to wake her son for school.


Logan had been a baby when Eric first deployed. Brooke could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times father and son had been together. She knew that Logan had no real memories of his father, and that in itself was enough to break her heart. Eric had been thrilled when Logan was born and had looked forward to watching him grow. Brooke took every opportunity to talk about Eric, to make him a real person to Logan, but she couldn’t help but wonder how her son really felt.


She pushed open his bedroom door and found him already up and looking out the window.


“Whatcha doing?” She tried to force a light tone to her voice.


“Uncle Clay is out in the garden,” he told her without turning around. “He’s watering the stuff that we planted out there. We checked last night. Some of the stuff is still growing, but he said the season is almost over.”


“That’s what happens. You plant the seeds, you water them, they grow. Then one season comes to an end, and the next begins.” She sat on the corner of his bed.


“Today is my birthday,” he told her.


“That’s right. Happy birthday. You’re a big eight years old today.”


He went to his desk and picked up the calendar where he’d marked off days with a big X and where he’d printed important reminders in his awkward second-grade hand. Softball practice. A class trip. The Halloween parade. His soccer games.


“See?” He pointed to today’s date and read, “ ‘My birthday.’ ”


“I see.”


He put the calendar back on his desk.


“Let me give you a birthday hug.” She motioned for him to come to her and she put her arms around him.


He permitted a quick one before running off to the bathroom. Seconds later, he stuck his head back out through the door. “Can I still go to softball after school even though it’s my birthday?”


“Sure. It’s your day and we’re not having your party till Friday afternoon. So definitely, you can go to softball.”


Logan ducked back into the bathroom and closed the door.


After breakfast, while Logan was packing his schoolbag, Brooke noticed that he’d removed the old catcher’s mitt—Eric’s old glove—and replaced it with the new one he’d gotten last Christmas.


“Don’t you want to use your dad’s glove?” she asked.


“No,” he replied, and continued on packing his things.


“Why not?” She picked up Eric’s worn mitt and slipped her hand inside, tracing the path his fingers had once taken with her own.


“Sometimes the gloves get mixed up and kids take the wrong stuff home with them.”


She understood. Eric’s glove was too precious to risk to a possible switch.


“Wait till I get something on my feet and I’ll walk you to the bus stop,” she said.


“You don’t have to.”


“I’d like to.” She searched for the flip-flops she knew she’d left downstairs the night before. “If it’s okay …”


“It’s okay.”


“Great.” She located her sandals under the kitchen table and slipped her feet into them. “Let’s do it.”


They were almost to the end of the lane when Logan asked, “Can I have a dog?”


“What kind of dog?”


“A nice dog. I don’t care what kind.” He shifted his shoulders to distribute the weight of the book bag. “A dog would make a really cool birthday present.”


“I thought you wanted a new bike,” she said, thinking of the new three-speed that Clay had hidden in the barn.


“I do. But a dog would be even cooler.”


“I guess you like playing with Cody’s dog.” Cody was his best friend and the proud owner of a bichon frise named Fleur that he’d gotten from the rescue shelter run by the town vet.


“Yeah.” He nodded. “But I saw a thing on TV about what happens to dogs if no one rescues them and it was awful. They said lots of good dogs were waiting for their new owners.” His face darkened, and when he looked up, his eyes told the whole story. “What if there’s a dog waiting for me? What if it was waiting and I didn’t come for it?”


She started to speak, but he continued what sounded like a well-rehearsed argument.


“You and Uncle Clay had dogs when you were little. I saw their pictures. And Daddy had a dog, too. It was in one of the pictures in that book you have.”


Brooke remembered.


“I’ll have to talk to Uncle Clay,” she told him. “After all, it’s his house now, not ours.”


“How come it’s his and not yours?” At the sound of the approaching school bus, Logan leaned toward the road, craning his neck as if he could see around the curve.


“Because he’s the farmer in the family, and Grampa was happy to pass the farm on to someone who loved it and who’d work it.”


“How come you didn’t want it?”


The yellow bus slowed as it came around the bend and came to a stop on the opposite side of the road. Several small boys hung out the windows, calling Logan’s name.


“ ’Cause I’m a baker, not a farmer.”


She started to reach for him to kiss the top of his head, but he was already on his way across the road, yelling to his friends. He disappeared for a second or two as he rounded the front of the bus, but once on board, reappeared bounding down the aisle to join the other kids. The bus driver waved as she pulled away, and Brooke waved back. She shoved her hands in the pockets of her khaki shorts and watched the bus take the first curve in the road. When she could no longer hear its groaning engine, she started back up the lane to the farmhouse.


“Hey, Brooke!”


She turned at the sound of her name just as a sleek little sports car, its top down, stopped at the end of the drive.


“Hi, Jesse.” She smiled and strolled over and leaned on the passenger-side door. “What’s up?”


“Not much. Just taking the long way to the office this morning.” Jesse Enright had arrived in St. Dennis several months ago to help out his grandfather in the family law firm. As far as Brooke could see, he wasn’t in any hurry to leave.


“If I had one of these little babies, I’d be taking the long way everywhere.” She ran an appreciative hand along the side of the car.


“Hop in. I’ll take you for a ride.”


Jesse’s smile was enticing—there was no way of getting around that, but she glanced at her watch and knew she was already off her self-imposed schedule.


“I’d love to, but I have some things that need tending to this morning,” she said, not without some small degree of regret. It had been a long time since she’d tossed her “must-do’s” aside and started off the day with the wind in her hair.


“Another time, then.” He revved the engine. “By the way, when are you coming in to talk about your will?”


“I’ll call your office and make that appointment soon.”


“Ask for Liz. Tell her I said to fit you in at the first available. Not that we expect anything to happen to you, but—”


“No, you’re absolutely right. First I have to dig up Eric’s will and the one we made together.”


“Just bring them in and we’ll take care of it.”


“Thanks, Jesse. I appreciate that.”


“Sure.” He put the car in gear. “See you around.”


“See you around.” She stepped back and watched him turn the car around and head off into town. He waved without looking back, and she returned the wave even though she doubted he’d seen her. She made a mental note to call his office as soon as she got into the house. Jesse was right. She needed to have her will updated. What if something did happen to her? Logan’s interests needed to be protected, and she felt she could trust Jesse to know the best way to do that. There was something about him that was solid and strong, and the times she’d been in his company, she’d found him to be funny and smart. She’d tried to put her finger on the ways he was different from most of the guys she’d dated in the past but wasn’t really sure she could define it.


And okay, yes—the guy was hot, there was no point in denying, but that had absolutely nothing to do with it.


Her mother’s car was heading down the lane, the old Subaru swerving to avoid several large potholes in the dirt drive. It slowed as it approached Brooke.


“Clay’s going to have to do something about these damned potholes,” Hannah Madison called out the window, barely pausing. “I’m off to meet the girls at the marina for our morning walk, then I’m going into the shop. I’ll see you later.”


“Have fun.” Brooke waved as the car rolled by. It occurred to her that her mother might be handling her widow’s status better than she. A lifelong resident of St. Dennis—except for the three years of retirement she and Brooke’s dad had had in Myrtle Beach before his fatal heart attack—Hannah Madison had many friends and her shop, Bow Wows and Meows, where she sold fun items for pampered pets.


So what does it say about you if your sixty-eight-year-old mother has a more fulfilling social life than you do?


Brooke told her inner voice to shut up and she went into the house. She stopped to refill her mug before going into the small den her father had used as an office. Clay had commandeered the room when he took over the farm, but Brooke had carved out a corner for herself when she decided to start up her cupcake business.


She sat on the window-seat cushion, turned on her laptop, and waited for her screen saver to appear.


When the big cupcake with the pink frosting filled the screen, she smiled, and opened the file titled Cupcake.


She scrolled through the list of things to do and realized that she’d already accomplished so much.


On the current day’s list there were three items:




	Test lemon recipe (try fondant flowers).


	Need van.


	Make appointments for next week to take samples to Lola’s, Scoop, and Cuppachino.





She was sure the test batch of cupcakes would be good. She’d been playing around with the recipe for the past few days, and thought she had it nailed now. Finding a van to take her cupcake business mobile the way she’d planned might not be as difficult as she’d originally thought. There was that old white van in one of the barns. Clay didn’t seem to be using it, and with an appropriate paint job and a little bit of a tune-up, it could be just the thing. Visiting the three most popular establishments in town was never a hardship: she had friends in each place, and felt fairly certain that no one would turn down her offer for them to sell her amazingly good confections. Another week or so and she’d be ready. “Cupcake” would be off and running.


She couldn’t help but think how proud Eric would have been.





Chapter 2



BROOKE fussed more than she’d intended when she began arranging her cupcakes on the round silver tray she found in the sideboard that had stood in the dining room for as long as she could remember. The tray was black with age and she suspected it had last been polished when she was still in her teens. But under the tarnish were roses that wound completely around the tray, and once she started polishing, she couldn’t stop. By the time she finished, the roses gleamed and the fancy scripted monogram in the middle—MJG—was visible.


She carried the tray to the back porch, where her mother was drinking her after-dinner coffee and watching the sun set.


“Mom, who was MJG?” Brooke asked from the doorway.


“Who was who?”


Brooke stepped out onto the porch and held up the tray.


“MJG, see the monogram right here?”


Hannah peered more closely, thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. “I have no idea. Must have been someone on your father’s side. It’s lovely, though. Where did you find it?”


“In the sideboard. I was looking for something pretty to put cupcakes on to take over to Vanessa’s.” Brooke sat on the porch railing. “I’m debuting my rose-garden cupcakes tonight. This tray is perfect for displaying them.”


“Make sure you take some pictures for your portfolio before you leave. Those fancy little cakes are beautiful.”


“I hope Steffie thinks so. They’re for her engagement party.”


“I’m sure they’ll be a big hit. You haven’t had a miss yet. Of course, your brother and I are packing on the pounds, with all the sampling we’ve been doing.” Hannah hastened to add, “Not that I’m complaining. I can’t deny that I love a little sweet something after dinner.”


Brooke smiled. “You’ve both been such good sports about having to be my guinea pigs.” She leaned over to kiss her mother on the forehead. “I left a few on the counter. Don’t let Logan have more than one, and make sure his homework is finished before he has his snack. I’ll try to be back before his bedtime. And tell Clay not to eat all the cupcakes at one sitting.”


“I’ll pass that on, but I have no control over your brother. Not that I ever did.”


Brooke laughed and went back into the house. She found the white paper doilies in the pantry and selected one that would fit the inside of the tray. She placed the cupcakes in concentric circles on the doily, then added a tiny bit of sparkly sugar crystals to the frosting.


“Too cute,” she murmured.


She took half a dozen shots with her digital camera, grabbed a sweater and the tray, and set out for Vanessa Keaton’s house on Cherry Street. Brooke was the last of the party-planning group to arrive, and she sailed into Vanessa’s kitchen and placed the tray on the counter.


“So, what do you think?” Brooke’s friends gathered like staring vultures and peered over her shoulder.


“Oh, dear Lord.” Vanessa crossed both hands over the center of her chest. “Are they real? They’re too pretty to be real.”


“Gorgeous.” Steffie Wyler leaned closer. “They look like flowers. Perfect little flowers.” She looked up at Brooke. “How could anyone eat one of those pretty little things?”


“Like this.” Dallas MacGregor, Brooke’s closest friend and Steffie’s soon-to-be sister-in-law, scooped up a cupcake that looked like a pale pink rose and took a bite. “I happen to know from experience that these little numbers are perfection.”


“Keep scarfing them down and we’ll be ordering your wedding dress two sizes up,” Stef warned.


Dallas licked frosting from the corner of her mouth. “Then there’d be more of me for your brother to love.”


Steffie rolled her eyes.


“Stef’s right.” Brooke nodded. “I don’t want to be known as the woman who ruined Dallas MacGregor’s film career by pushing an extra thirty pounds onto her previously flawless body.”


“I have no immediate plans to return to the big screen. For the time being, I’m happier behind the scenes.” Dallas took another bite and smiled. “This is heaven.”


Vanessa studied the array of goodies, then reached for the yellow rose cupcake, muttering, “No willpower. None at all.”


“Dallas, how’s your new screenplay coming along?” Brooke asked, knowing that Dallas was dying to talk about her new project.


“It’s finished. Finished and fabulous, if I do say so myself. I can’t wait until we complete the casting and start shooting the film.”


As teenagers, Dallas and Brooke had been rivals for Grant Wyler’s affection. On her way to becoming a big screen star, Dallas had left St. Dennis and Grant behind. But since she’d moved to St. Dennis following a divorce, Hollywood style, Dallas and Grant had fallen in love all over again, and she and Brooke had become best friends in spite of their history.


“I think it’s so cool that you’re building a studio right here in St. Dennis.” Vanessa peeled the paper from her cupcake.


Dallas shrugged. “Those old warehouses were just sitting there, waiting for someone to come up with a good use for them. I was lucky to buy them before someone else did. The renovation work is coming along quite nicely, by the way. The contractors have promised that everything will be finished by spring.”


“Grant said some Hollywood types would be in town next week to look over your progress.” Steffie looked from Dallas to Vanessa, who were obviously enjoying their treats. “I can’t be the only holdout here. It would be wrong.”


She glanced up at Brooke as she lifted her choice, chocolate with ganache rosettes. “But I do think you should pick up the tab for the alterations on the dress I was planning on wearing to the party.”


“Brooke did not force you to commit …” Vanessa paused and appeared to ponder. “Now, would overindulging in cupcakes be considered gluttony or lust?”


“Both,” Brooke told her.


“In for a dime, in for a dollar.” Dallas grinned and surveyed the remaining cupcakes as if debating with herself. “I really shouldn’t have a second.”


“No, you shouldn’t,” Steffie replied. “A moment on the lips, forever on the hips.”


Dallas backed away from the tray and sat on one of the stools that were lined up in front of the counter.


“I think it’s nerves. There’s so much going on right now that some days I don’t know what to do first,” she confessed. “It’s the wedding and starting my business—just trying to decide who to invite to the one and who to hire for the other is making me crazy.”


“Understandable.” Brooke nodded. “But the answer isn’t in food.”


“Where is it?” Dallas asked.


“We could have consulted the Ouija board,” Stef told her, “but Ness gave hers to Grace Sinclair. Maybe I should buy one. I wonder if it would work as well …”


“Yoga.” Brooke ignored Steffie. “It’s amazing how calming it is.”


“I’ve done yoga for years and I’m still running on fumes right now,” Dallas told her.


“In that case, I’d go for the cupcake,” Stef told her. “But I do highly recommend yoga.”


“You’re having the wedding at the inn and they have a wedding planner, right?” Brooke said, referring to the Inn at Sinclair’s Point, St. Dennis’s renowned historic inn where more and more weddings were being booked. “Don’t they take care of everything? Shouldn’t their wedding planner be worrying about all the stuff that’s making you crazy?”


“One would think. But apparently the new person isn’t accustomed to an event on the scale Grant and I are having,” Dallas replied.


“I thought you were going low-key. Small wedding party, not a lot of fuss,” Brooke noted.


“That was before we started making up the guest list and found we weren’t able to leave anyone out. We are still sticking to just the few attendants,” Dallas told her. “The three of you plus one old friend for me, Wade, Beck, and Cameron for Grant. And of course, my soon-to-be stepdaughter, Paige, will be my junior bridesmaid and Cody will be a junior usher.”


“Did you make a decision on who will walk with you down the aisle, Dallas?” Vanessa asked.


“Wade is the only person I want to make that walk with.”


“Will your mother be there?” Stef asked, knowing that Dallas and Wade’s mother hadn’t been a big part of their lives for a long time.


Dallas shrugged but made no comment.


“You should talk to Grace.” Brooke was still thinking about the logistics of the actual wedding and the reception. “You know that her daughter, Lucy, is an event planner in California, right? Maybe some of your Hollywood friends have even used her. I heard she’s really popular.”


“If she’s really good, she’ll be busy out there,” Dallas said. “Grace did say she’s been trying to get Lucy to come back to St. Dennis and take over the wedding part of the business, but Lucy isn’t interested.”


“Lucy and my brother, Clay, went all through school together,” Brooke recalled. “They used to be good friends, but I don’t think they keep in touch anymore.”


“Well, it would be nice if the inn had someone who didn’t seem to be overwhelmed every time I called her.” Dallas took the stool next to Brooke. “Madeline seems to be in a perpetual state of confusion.”


“So have you and Wade set a date yet?” Brooke turned to Steffie. “Or will you be saving that bit of info to make an announcement at your engagement party?”


Steffie shook her head. “We can’t decide on a date.”


“What’s the problem?” Dallas asked.


“We just have different ideas, that’s all,” Steffie explained.


“Like what?” Dallas persisted.


“Like just stuff.”


“Talk, Stephanie.”


“I can’t.” Steffie shook her head.


“Why not?”


“Because she doesn’t want to upset you, that’s why,” Vanessa chimed in.


Dallas glanced from Vanessa to Steffie. “One of you will have to tell me.”


“Steffie always wanted a winter wedding.” Vanessa blurted it out. “But since you’re getting married in December, she feels like she can’t.”


“Ness.” Stef turned to her friend. “Shut. Up.”


“I don’t understand.” Dallas frowned.


“It’s all about asking people to make the trip twice, you know, one wedding right after the other …” Stef began to fidget. She turned to Vanessa. “Did someone say there would be wine?”


Vanessa took a bottle of Chardonnay from the refrigerator. “Who besides Stef?” she asked.


Brooke and Dallas both raised their hands.


“If you always dreamed of a winter wedding, you should have a winter wedding,” Dallas told her. “Grant and I can wait till spring.”


“No. You have dibs,” Stef protested. “You got engaged first. And you already reserved the date at the inn.”


“So you and Wade take the date,” Dallas offered.


Steffie shook her head. “All along you’ve been saying that you wanted the wedding behind you before spring because you’re going to be tied up with your movie.”


“Well, that part is true, but—”


“I have the solution.” Brooke pinged a fingertip against the side of her wineglass to get their attention. “You both get married in December at the inn. On the same day.”


“What?” Steffie frowned.


“Wow, that could be very cool,” Vanessa said. “If, of course, you’d both be all right with that.”


“Interesting idea.” Dallas considered. “We’d be inviting a lot of the same people, so they would only have to make the trip once. We could reserve the inn for the entire day, and—”


“Your wedding is going to be much bigger than ours. We’re small town. You’re Hollywood.”


“Hollywood and small town,” Dallas reminded her. “I like to think we’re both.”


“Your Hollywood friends won’t care a fig about seeing Wade and me married,” Stef continued.


“Why don’t you have one ceremony in the afternoon, and the other in the evening?” Brooke suggested. “Cocktail hour in between ceremonies. Big blowout reception after the second one.”


“We’ve already decided that what we really want is a big party. After all, this is the second wedding for both Grant and me,” Dallas reminded them. “But having both on the same day could be fun. What do you think, Stef?”


“I think you’re all bat-shit crazy if you think I’m going to set myself up to be compared to Dallas MacGregor on my wedding day.”


“What are you talking about?” Dallas frowned.


“You’re going to be the most beautiful bride that ever was.” Stef replied. “I’m—”


“You’re the woman my brother fell in love with,” Dallas told her gently, “and you will be a drop-dead, stunningly magnificent bride.”


Steffie sniffed and Vanessa went for the tissues.


“That’s so nice of you to say, but …” Steffie held out a hand and Vanessa handed her a tissue.


“No buts. Let’s look at the bottom line. You’re right to consider that some members of your family will have to travel a distance to get here. I know I’ll need to talk to Grant—and of course you’ll discuss it with Wade—but as far as I’m concerned, I would love to share my wedding day with you and Wade. It’s up to you, of course, but that’s my two cents.”


“It could be really fun, Stef. A big family affair. Brother and sister marrying brother and sister.” Vanessa refilled everyone’s wineglass. “Why don’t you think it over and talk to Wade?”


“I haven’t even started looking for a dress,” Steffie reminded them.


“We’ll go to Annapolis tomorrow,” Dallas told her. “And if they can’t accommodate you there, we’ll go to New York. We will find the dress of your dreams and it will be ready by December.”


“This will really throw Madeline for a loop. If she’s having trouble with just one wedding for that date, how do you think she’ll handle two?” Brooke glanced from friend to friend.


“Probably not very well,” Dallas conceded.


“Which means we have to work on Grace to get Lucy back here, even if it’s just for your wedding.” Brooke thought it over for a moment. “Maybe you need to remind Grace that this is Dallas MacGregor. This wedding will draw a lot of attention to the inn. It could be great publicity for them, especially since they’re actively trying to build up their reputation as a wedding destination.”


“Grace isn’t the problem, it’s Lucy. She’s the one who hasn’t wanted to come back here,” Vanessa reminded them. “But someone should point out to Grace that if they are trying to establish the Inn at Sinclair’s Point as the go-to place on the Eastern Shore, they need to hire someone who can handle anything that’s being thrown at them. Madeline’s a sweet girl, but she doesn’t seem to have much confidence in herself.”


“I have the feeling she doesn’t have a lot of experience,” Dallas added. “I wonder why Grace hired her.”


“It wasn’t Grace,” Brooke told her, “it was Daniel. He knew he was in over his head when he realized the number of weddings he had booked and he knows he doesn’t have the temperament or the background to handle anything but small weddings. He mentioned once that he doesn’t even really like doing those. Said he’s an innkeeper, not an event planner, doesn’t like dealing with all the little details, which is why he put the ad out for a professional. Madeline was the first person to respond to the ad and I think she caught him at a moment when he was feeling overwhelmed and desperate.”


“You’re right, of course. I’ll talk to Grace,” Dallas said. “I’ll tell her that things are going to get much more complicated with two weddings back-to-back. She won’t have a choice but to talk to Daniel. And with luck, between the two of them, they can convince Lucy to come back, even if it’s only for us for that one day. For Lucy to stay in business for any length of time out in L.A., she has to be good, and she has to have experience with long guest lists and big affairs.”


“Maybe Daniel will have more luck with his sister than his mother did,” Brooke noted.


“One can hope.” Vanessa pulled up a stool and sat. “Now, to get back to the business at hand, that being the party we’re supposed to be planning. Though we all know this ‘meeting’ was merely an excuse for the four of us to get together, drink wine, and eat delicious cupcakes.”


“The cupcakes will be ready for Saturday,” Brooke told them. “Assuming, of course, that you like what you sampled, Stef.”


“I feel I can’t really make a decision without trying one of each.” Stef smiled. “Or at the very least, one of the fruity ones. Perhaps the lemon. Or maybe the strawberry …”


“I can attest to the fabulosity of the lemon,” Vanessa said.


“The strawberry is equally fabulous,” Dallas assured her.


“But of course, if you feel you must …” Brooke moved the tray of cupcakes closer to Stef.


“I had one. I’ll resist the temptation to have another.” Steffie sighed. “But, Brooke, I think you should be selling these in my shop. What’s more wonderful together than ice cream and cake?”


“Well, I admit, I had thought of asking you about that,” Brooke replied.


“I get requests all the time for cakes to go with the ice cream I sell for kids’ parties and showers,” Stef continued. “It would be great if you had some samples right there in the shop so customers could try them out. And after school I am deluged with hungry kids. Maybe we could work out a cupcake-and-one-scoop special.”


“Whenever you say, I’ll bring down a tray.” Brooke’s heart danced in her chest. She’d been wanting to approach Steffie about selling her cupcakes from the very popular ice-cream shop for the past couple of weeks, but wasn’t sure how Stef would feel about it. “Just give me a call.”


“Whenever you have—let’s say, a dozen, dozen and a half—bring them down. You don’t need an invitation. Just pack them up and bring them. And hope that I and my staff are able to resist eating them before we can sell them. If you have more of those”—Stef pointed to the tray—“at home, you can bring them down tomorrow.” She picked up one of the cupcakes and turned it around. “These would be darling for a shower. Baby or bridal.”


“I actually have other designs in mind for showers. Some, I might add, are quite adorable,” Brooke said modestly.


“You should make up a few and we’ll put them on the counter under a glass dome,” Steffie told her. “And bring your business cards down so that everyone knows that they’re yours. St. Dennis loves to support its own, you know.”


“Thank you, Stef.” Brooke smiled. “I appreciate it.”


“Don’t mention it.” Stef turned to Vanessa. “So what else do we have to discuss tonight?”


“Just the ice cream for the party …”


“Which I am taking care of myself,” Stef reminded her.


“What kind are you making?” Brooke asked.


“It’ll be a surprise, but it will be something really, really good,” Stef assured her.


“It won’t be beer flavored, will it?” Vanessa frowned.


“Why would I make ice cream that tastes like beer?” Stef stared at Vanessa.


“Well, you know, because Wade owned a brewery. Beer is his life,” Vanessa explained.


Stef rolled her eyes. “Remind me to consult with you the next time I’m stumped for a new and exciting flavor.”


Dallas pulled a pen and a small notebook from her bag and opened it.


“So the cupcakes are under control, as is the ice cream.” She crossed two items off her list. “And the caterer has the final count?”


“I’ll give it to them on Thursday morning,” Vanessa told her. “I don’t know that there will be any changes, though. Anyone?”


The other three women shook their heads.


“Petals and Posies will bring the flowers over on Saturday morning,” Vanessa continued, “and that’s about it for the party. Except, of course, to add that if you’re looking for something new and gorgeous to wear, I just took a delivery this afternoon of some stunning little numbers. Nice discount if any of you are interested.” Vanessa’s shop, Bling, carried upscale clothes and accessories, and she was always generous in offering discounts to her friends.


“Thanks, Ness, but I’m set,” Steffie told her.


“Me, too.” Dallas closed the notebook and dropped it into her bag along with the pen.


“I might take you up on that,” Brooke said. “It’s been a while since I bought something new.”


“I have just the perfect dress for you. Gorgeous shade of green to set off your eyes.”


“I’ll be in to take a look.”


“Are you bringing a date?” Steffie drained the wine from her glass.


“Me? Nah.” Brooke brushed off the question.


“You’re welcome to bring someone if you like.” Steffie stood and stretched. “You know that, right?”


Brooke nodded. “Thanks, but I’m good.”


“If you want, I can have Grant bring that new vet that just moved to Ballard …” Dallas offered.


“No, thanks. I’m okay going stag.”


“It’s not like there aren’t any guys in St. Dennis who wouldn’t be more than happy to be your date for the evening,” Steffie noted.


“Stop. You’re starting to sound like my brother,” Brooke griped. “And I don’t mean that in a good way.”


“I just wanted you to know that you were welcome to bring someone,” Vanessa said, and Stef nodded in agreement.


“I appreciate that, but no thank you. Besides, anyone I asked would think that I was interested and I’d never get rid of him.”


“And besides, too, every eligible guy in town has asked her out at one time or another,” Stef reminded them, “and she’s sent them all packing.”


Not quite everyone, Brooke could have told them. One eligible guy had noticeably not asked her out.


“I haven’t met anyone I wanted to spend any time with.”


Brooke took a few flat white boxes from her bag and began to assemble them.


“What are they for?” Dallas asked.


“So you all can take the leftovers home. I know that your aunt Berry has a fierce sweet tooth,” she told Dallas.


“That’s so nice.” Dallas kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks so much.”


“Don’t mention it.” Brooke split the little cakes equally between the three boxes and left them on the counter. “I should get going. I want to see Logan before he falls asleep. I’ll see you all on Saturday.”


“Thanks for the bringing the refreshments.”


“You’re welcome, Ness.” Brooke opened the front door. The wind had picked up since she arrived earlier, and a cool shot of air hit her in the face. She lowered her head as she headed out.


“Wait up,” Steffie called just as Brooke was about to close the door behind her. “I’ll walk out with you.”


“Brr, it’s getting chillier every day.” Brooke huddled inside her sweater and watched a small tornado of leaves spin across the front lawn.


“I know. We both should have worn jackets.” Steffie followed Brooke down the sidewalk.


Brooke stepped into the street and stopped in front of her car. “Stef, I really do appreciate your offer to sell my cupcakes at Scoop. I want you to think about what percent of the sales you want.”


“What are you talking about? You mean charge you?” Steffie frowned. “I’m not going to charge you for bringing them in.”


“But you’ll be taking your time …”


Steffie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, as much time as it takes for me to say, ‘Would you like a cupcake with your ice cream?’ and ‘Which flavor?’ ”


“Still, I think I should …”


“And I think you shouldn’t. If you want to do anything at all, just pay it forward someday when you get the chance.”


“That’s very nice of you.”


“People were very kind to me when I first started Scoop, gave me breaks that I didn’t expect. It’s my turn now. Someday it’ll be yours.”


“Thanks, Stef.” Brooke unlocked the car with the remote.


“You’re welcome. I’ll see you sometime tomorrow, right?” Stef called over her shoulder as she hurried against the wind to her car.


“Right. See you then.” Brooke opened the driver’s-side door and slid behind the wheel of her old Toyota. She took her time getting her seat belt on and the key into the ignition. Stef’s unexpected kindness had almost brought tears to her eyes. Not that Stef would have made very much off a few dozen cupcakes, but still, it was the gesture that mattered.
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