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“Nope.” Skylar Anderson glared at her phone, shaking her head as if it would make the offending text disappear.

She would do almost anything for Gayle Dobson, but this was asking too much. Her phone rang, and she plastered on a smile, the effort amplifying her exasperation.

“Mama Gayle,” Skye began in her sweetest voice as she paced the length of her industrial kitchen, the stainless-steel counters gleaming under the bright overhead lights.

“I can hear your mind whirring from over here, child. I know you’ve read my text. This is not negotiable.”

Skye suppressed a sigh at Gayle’s tone. She’d never convince her foster mother to reconsider.

“You and Ty need to get over your differences and start acting like adults.”

Ty had been her mortal enemy since the day they met. Over twenty years later, she couldn’t forget his smug smile or teasing comment.

“Cory’s birthday is in a week and his best friend and sister are the perfect people to plan a surprise party for him.”

“But, Mama Gayle,” her mind raced as she made and discarded excuses. “It’s on Valentine’s Day.”

“Do you have a wedding?”

Her bakery, the Happily Ever Cake Boutique, was one of Orange Valley’s most sought-after wedding cake providers. She had built a reputation for excellent service and delicious cakes until she’d had to hire a team to support her business.

“Yes.”

The faint buzz of the refrigerator filled the otherwise quiet room, and she was grateful for the rare moment of solitude in the usually bustling space.

“Uh-huh.” Skepticism coated Gayle’s voice. “One that you are attending in person?”

Skye bit her lip as she contemplated lying. She couldn’t do it.

Not only because she was morally opposed to lying, but Gayle was a human lie detector.

“No.” Her protest was weak. “It’s Valentine’s Day.”

“Do you have a date?”

There was a note of hope in Gayle’s voice.

Skye’s shoulders curved in defeat. “No.”

“Skylar, you’re forty years old. When do you plan to marry and give these old arms some grand-babies to love?”

“You have more grand-babies than arms.”

Gayle’s biological children had five children between them, and she was an honorary grandmother to dozens more, as many of the children she’d fostered remained an active part of her life.

“Not from you. I don’t know what you’re waiting for.” Fabric rustled on Gayle’s end, and Skye pictured her foster mom gathering an item of clothing, her needle darting through it at record speed.

No one in the Dobson household went without clothes, as Gayle’s talent as a seamstress was unmatched. Her skill had also supplemented the family’s income, allowing the Dobsons to foster over twenty children.

She pressed her fingers to her forehead, the dull throb behind her temples intensifying with every thought of Tyreke. There was no way around it—she’d have to work with him.

“I’ll plan Cory’s birthday party with Ty.”

Why had the man opened a business that complemented hers? She squirmed at the unkind thought. Ty had dreamed of opening a catering business before they met.

“Wonderful. I expect you both at The Farm at noon.”

The Dobsons lived on a ten-acre spread, where they grew fruits and vegetables to supply the family with food.

“But—” Skye buttoned her lips against the protest as Gayle had already disconnected.

“Lord, if there’s a way out of this, I’d appreciate it.”

She waited, hoping the Holy Spirit would show her how to avoid Ty while fulfilling Gayle’s wishes.

When the Spirit remained silent, she checked the day’s schedule on her tablet and began laying out ingredients.

She had just enough time to bake a batch of coconut macaroons, Gayle’s favorite, to bring. As much as she hated working with Tyreke, Skye wouldn’t disappoint the woman who’d loved her like one of her own.

Despite never being legally adopted by the Dobsons, they were her family, and she wouldn’t let them down.








  
  Two

  
  
  Ty

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Tyreke Bassett loved his job as a caterer. It allowed him to experiment with new dishes while creating meals his clients loved. He loved the hours spent in his kitchen, at the long stainless-steel countertops that gleamed under the harsh fluorescent lights.

He enjoyed catering large events like weddings and company dinners, but was also content to cook for a family.

He kneaded the dough for the empanadas, replaying his conversation with Gayle. Why had he agreed to work with Skye to plan Cory’s birthday party? He pounded the dough as he thought about the woman who treated him like gum on the sole of her shoe.

He met Skylar when he was seventeen, and the Dobsons became her foster family. One look at her pretty face and he fell head over heels in love.

Over two decades later, he still hadn’t gotten over her. And he’d tried. He had made a Herculean effort, which included moving away from Orange Valley and almost marrying another woman.

“Boss?” Lydia Carter’s tentative voice made him stop mid-pound.

“Yes?”

She gestured to the mixing bowl with a half-smile. “If you knead that thing anymore, it will get up and walk.”

He glanced at the bowl. “Oh.”

Lydia was right. The dough was firm. He covered and set it aside, praying he hadn’t over-kneaded and made the dough tough.

“What are you making? Empanadas?”

He nodded, feigning deep concentration as he washed his hands.

“Do you mind if I help?”

A large walk-in refrigerator hummed in the background.

“Go ahead.” He went to the other end of the counter and began prepping the stuffing.

“What has put you in a mood?”

“I’m not in a mood.” His knife flew over the onions. “Who says I’m in a mood?”

“The manic energy that’s about to land you in the emergency room and make us short-staffed.”

“Right.” He slowed his chopping to a less dangerous speed under Lydia’s watchful eye.

She returned to cooking the ground beef when satisfied that he wouldn’t hurt himself.

“You forget that I’ve worked with you for over a decade.”

Lydia had been the first to take a chance on him when he started his catering business. But then, he’d also taken a chance on her.

She’d been new to the community with no support system. She’d been a single mother struggling to survive, unable to find work flexible enough for her childcare needs.

He’d allowed Lydia to bring her son to work as long as she ensured the child stayed out of trouble. It had worked out for both of them.

In ten years, plenty had changed, including her marital status.

“You only get this agitated when we’re catering a wedding that Skye’s working.” Lydia whipped her head toward him. “Are we working at an event with Skye?”

“No.” He slipped the onions into a bowl and began chopping tomatoes. “Yes.”

Lydia turned to him. “Which is it?”

Ty sighed, glancing at the row of gleaming utensils hanging overhead. “Gayle asked us to plan Cory’s birthday party.”

“Why don’t you tell that woman you love her and get it out in the open?”

“I can’t.” He handed Lydia the diced ingredients and moved to another burner to char the vegetables.

It hadn’t taken long for Lydia to guess why he became flustered whenever Skye was near.

“Why not?”

He inhaled, savoring the rich aroma of sauteed onions and garlic mingling with the scent of seasoned beef.

“Because.” He ignored Lydia’s curious expression and blended the charred veggies.

“Fine.” Her disgruntlement was clear. “If you won’t tell Skye you love her, at least kiss the woman and let her figure it out.”

A heat that had nothing to do with the warm kitchen climbed up Ty’s neck. He’d dreamed about kissing Skye for years. He did not want Lydia’s advice rolling around in his head.

“Let’s get this food prepped. Gayle’s expecting Skye and me at noon.”

* * *

Ty sat across from Skye in the Dobsons’ living room. He feigned interest in the view through the glass windows overlooking the front porch, but Skye captivated his senses.

Though her slender frame had gotten curvier over the years, she was as pretty as the first day he met her—her petite frame perfect for tucking near to his heart.

He hadn’t been this close to her in a year, as they’d become experts at evading each other. When he attended events at The Farm, he stayed several feet away from her. It was how he protected his sanity.

“Are you going to stare at me all afternoon?”

He bit back a grin at her frosty tone.

“I will until Mama Gayle tells us why we’re here.”

The woman in question perched in an armchair with the regal air of a monarch, sipping from her ‘This mom is a queen’ cup.

After hanging around The Farm, he knew better than to rush Gayle to do anything, especially when she was drinking tea, which she drank throughout the day. The older woman sipped her tea, scrutinizing them.

Gayle placed her cup on the center table. “What do you have for me?”

He and Skye exchanged panicked glances. “What do you mean?”

Gayle chuckled, her shoulders shaking with mirth. “Oh, the expressions on your faces.”

Ty’s shoulders relaxed. “Mama Gayle, why are we meeting?”

“Yes.” Her hilarity ceased. “I wanted to look you in the eyes when I explained why I’m asking you to do this.” She took a deep breath. “Cory needs a break. Since Sara’s death, he’s buried himself in work and caring for those girls.

“This party is not just for him. It’s for those girls, too. They need a reminder that life is wonderful, with reasons to celebrate.”
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