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On The Mother’s Day Tea . . . 

“This story was sweet, charming, and reminiscent of all that I love about Hallmark channel. I really enjoy reading a story with a friendship turned romance! If you are looking for a sweet romance with relatable characters that draw you into their story, then you will really enjoy The Mother’s Day Tea by Martha Fouts! 


-  Ashley Johnson, Bringing Up Books reviewer and blogger 



On The Mother’s Day Letter (audiobook version) . . . 

“This is a beautiful story of learning to let go of control and trusting yourself and those around you. I adore Natalie. She is a strong, independent woman with a huge heart. The challenges she faces in this book are so relatable. Planning is how she deals with life, and when she gets a letter that throws that upside down, she pushes through and follows the advice she’s been given. This book is written by a Christian author, and God plays a big part in this story. The narrator did an amazing job, and she even sings! This book made my heart happy!” 


-  Chelsea Groff, book reviewer and blogger 





On Whispers & Dreams . . . 

“Whispers & Dreams is one of the best stories I have read lately. Author Martha Fouts tells a story that kept me on the edge of my seat at times, had me crying at times, had me laughing at times and definitely made me want to keep reading and not put the book down. The story of Melissa, Whisper, Dreamer and all the characters touched my heart. Several times while reading, I said out loud, "Oh my!" and "Oh, no, what's going to happen?" This is a great story.”


-  Melissa Henderson, award winning inspirational author 


“Martha Fouts has given us a delightful story about finding yourself by listening to that still small voice in your spirit. The book kept me engaged until the end, and just when I thought it was over, Martha threw in a final twist that had me turning the pages even faster. Well done!” 

-  Sharon Srock, author of women’s Christian fiction novels 



On Christmas with Cameron Stinking Miller . . . 

“A spirited and spiritual Christmas romcom! I loved everything about this sweet, clean, Christian romcom set during Christmas!”


-  Toni Cabell, award winning clean fantasy romance author 



“A heartwarming tale about the true peace that comes when you forgive others—and yourself. Yes, it’s a sweet Christmas romance, perfect to get you in the mood for the holidays. But it also contains solid truth: our actions do matter, and they do affect others, but Christmas is a reminder that Christ came to provide lasting forgiveness and redemption. So that teenage boy who used to like to tug your pigtails may grow up to be just the one to remind you of Christ’s perfect gift of love—even if it IS “Cameron Stinking Miller” 


-  Elizabeth Daghfal, award winning short story author, blogger, and columnist 



“Hannah Orwell returns to her hometown for a job and runs into her childhood nemesis. We all have somebody from childhood who made our lives miserable, and that's one of the many ways this story is so realistic. It's touches the readers heart as Hannah must work with Cameron Miller. This story looks at themes of loving your neighbor and forgiveness. It's a love story, and once you read it, you won't forget it.


-  Jackie Layton, author of cozy mystery novels 



“Author Martha Fouts nailed it with this sweet romance, Christmas with Cameron Stinking Miller. Her characters will inch their way into your heart and you won’t soon forget them. Her story is filled with love and laughter, real life hurts and forgiveness. And I dare you not to fall for Cameron Stinking Miller—I did.”


-  Jessica Ferguson, author of inspirational novels, novellas, short stories, poetry, inspirational non-fiction and drama




“Christmas with Cameron Stinking Miller is a delightful story that manages to capture the development of a sweet romance while communicating deep truths about mistakes and forgiveness. I loved the main characters and was thoroughly caught up in their story. Highly recommend!”


-  Janet Joanou Weiner, missionary and author of Christian historical fiction novels




“This was a sweet story of love and forgiveness. Reminiscent of a Hallmark movie, it is ideal cozy-up-with-tea reading. We all have that one person (or more!) in our past we would rather not see again. What would happen if our paths couldn't help but cross again?”


-  Emily Enger, writer, book marketer, and publicity coach 
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Chapter One 


[image: ]


Rae’s work phone buzzed, vibrating the rest of the items atop her pristine desk. She looked at the display. Carol Reed from the third floor. Again. 

She pinched the bridge of her nose for a moment and then answered the call. 

“Yes, Carol. How can I help you? Printer giving you trouble again?”

On the other end of the line, the older woman’s voice sounded frantic. “Yes, it’s not talking to my computer for some reason, and I need these reports to hand out at the lunch meeting that is supposed to start in five minutes.” 

Rae resisted the urge to groan. Why was this woman still printing reports? Seriously, Rae had been calling for all the printers in the building to be removed for this very reason. Paper was completely unnecessary. 

“Carol, I would be happy to help you fix your printer, or you could also send the report to everyone in your meeting as an attachment to an email. Would you like to do that?” Rae hoped she sounded kind and not condescending. 

“I know everyone wants me to do away with my paper reports, but I can’t seem to do it. It feels like I’m cheating somehow. Can you just help me fix my printer?” 

Rae felt sorry for Carol. She’d been with Garner and Fox Engineering for decades. The company had probably gone through many changes and operated much differently than when she first started. 

“Okay, so, let’s check your connectivity first. Do you remember how to do that?” Rae asked sweetly. 

“Yes, I actually remember that from last time. I should have checked that before I called you.” 

“That’s okay, Carol. That’s what I’m here for. Does the wi-fi appear to be enabled?” 

As Rae was talking, her friend Melody came into her office and sat in one of the uncomfortable guest chairs across from Rae’s desk. Melody pointed at her phone and mouthed, “It’s almost noon.”

Rae nodded. 

“There’s an exclamation point over the wi-fi symbol. That means it’s not connected, right?” 

“Yes, that’s right. Now, let’s get you connected and you’ll be printing in no time.” Rae talked Carol through the steps to reconnect her wi-fi, and the woman rejoiced when her report successfully, and unnecessarily, printed. 

“Thank you, Rae, you’re the best. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Carol thanked her breathlessly, no doubt talking as she ran to her meeting. 

“Not a problem. That’s what they pay me for. Have a good meeting.” Rae hung up the phone and rushed around the desk to Melody. “Is it up yet?” 

“Not yet. I’ve already got his profile pulled up on my phone. It’s 11:59, so you’re right on time.”

Rae stood next to Melody and stared at her phone with her, waiting for the time to change to 12:00 and for her best friend’s latest YouTube video to drop. 

“He’s such a dork. He said last night that he’s thinking about not doing YouTube anymore. He said it’s getting stressful trying to think of new stuff all the time.” Rae shook her head and smirked. “Like he would throw away over thirty thousand views every week. Did I tell you how much new business he’s gotten from that one short that went viral?” 

“Sshhh!” Melody hissed. “It’s noon! Here it is!” 

Rae’s best friend, Gabriel, appeared on Melody’s phone, with a popular song from the early 2000’s playing in the background. He stood next to his realty sign in the front yard of a house, and started dancing. Then, the video switched to him with a group of people inside the house with all of them doing the same dance. Then, the video switched to him next to his realty sign in the front yard of another house dancing again, and the video switched again to the interior of the house with a group of people dancing with him. 

The video ended, and Melody sighed. “And just like that, he will get another thirty thousand views. That guy can make a video of himself drinking a bottle of water and the world will want to watch it.” 

Rae laughed. “Exactly. He’s always been like that.” 

And I was always known as the girl who lived next door to the cutest boy in school, Rae mused. 

As if sensing her friend’s thought, Melody asked, “It must have been something growing up next door to Gabriel Matthews.” 

“Yeah, it was something all right.” For years she hoped some of Gabriel’s popularity glitter would rub off on her, but it never did.

“You know what,” Melody announced as if she’d discovered how to create an unbreakable encryption algorithm, “I just realized that being Gabriel Matthew’s next door neighbor was like a vaccine!” 

Rae raised an eyebrow at her. 

“Hear me out. You saw the cutest, most charismatic and popular guy every single day of your life. You two learned how to ride bicycles together and waited on the school bus together, all that stuff. Maybe because you were exposed to him so much it made you immune to his magnetism. Maybe that’s why you are the only woman on the planet who can be around the guy and not fall in love with him?” 

Rae faked a laugh. She was a master at faking laughs when other women talked about Gabriel like this, because years ago she had been hopelessly in love with Gabriel – until she’d wised up about their relationship being forever and always nothing more than a friendship. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by her personal phone vibrating with a text. She circled around to her desk and checked it. It was Gabriel asking what she thought of his latest video. 

“Let me guess. It’s him asking what you thought of it.” Melody stood and propped a hand on her hip, like a know-it-all, a smirk playing on her lips. 

Rae shrugged. “What can I say? We’re friends.” 

“The very best friends. I know.” Her friend walked toward the door, her perfectly creased slacks swishing. “Two best friends who have absolutely no romantic feelings for each other. Sure, sure.” She winked back at Rae as she left her office. 

Rae shook her head at Melody. She was used to her dramatics. She picked up her personal phone to tell Gabriel what she thought of his video when her work buzzed. Duty called. 

She spoke with a secretary on the fourth floor, talking her through the steps in rebooting her crashed computer. Then, as she was about to respond to Gabriel’s text, one of the lead engineers called her and asked her to come to his office so they could discuss a possible security hack to their system. The unexpected meeting lasted thirty minutes and afterward Rae had a to-do list a mile long to investigate the potential hack and to shore up all of their security measures. 

She returned to her office right on time for her afternoon meeting with the head of IT at their branch in Georgia. Her colleague was a thorough guy, albeit dry and boring, but thorough, so their meetings normally ran long, and by the time they were finished, she was in desperate need of an afternoon dose of caffeine and sugar, so she picked up her personal phone and took the stairs to the bottom floor where there was a coffee cart. 

Several of her co-workers must have also needed a late afternoon pick-me-up, because the line was long. The wait time would finally give her a chance to respond to Gabriel’s text. 

When she looked at her phone, she saw that she’d actually missed four texts from him. 

Gabriel

What did you think of it? 

No response? Uh-oh. It was that bad? 

Seriously Spencer? You’re killing me. 

I’m moving to Antarctica. 

Rae chuckled. She didn’t know what she had done to be surrounded by such dramatic friends. She placed her order for a vanilla latte and texted him back while she waited on her coffee. 

Rae

Sorry for the delayed response. Of course it was great. I don’t really understand the point of it, but I don’t really understand the point of anything on social media, but you were great. Extremely charismatic. I’m sure you’ll get tons of new listings and clients through it.

His response was immediate. 

Gabriel

Whew! I feel better. I just needed you to tell me it was good. 

Her coffee was ready. She grabbed the latte and sipped it as she headed back up to her office, taking the stairs to increase her step count for the day. The coffee warmed her and also gave her the jolt she needed to finish out the workday. She felt her phone in her pocket vibrate again with a text. 

Gabriel

Remember my sister is expecting us tonight. Sorry. It starts at 7. Again, sorry. 

She smiled at his unnecessary apologies. She’d known his sister, Brisa, for her entire life. He didn’t have to apologize for her. 

Rae

It’s fine. I’ll go and hear her out. Besides, your mom’s brownies are worth listening to Brisa’s pitch. 

She had agreed to hear a presentation Brisa wanted to make about her latest money-making idea, yet another multi-level marketing adventure, but Gabriel’s mom, Evelyn, had promised to make brownies, so that made everything better. 

When she got back to her office, she checked her email and her phone buzzed numerous times throughout the afternoon with people desperate for her help. A surveyor in the field needed help connecting to the server; a project manager thought he’d lost all of his work when his computer crashed, and he offered her a million dollars when she found it for him; someone in human resources fell for a phishing scam email, so she had to investigate its source and deploy a new spam filter and then write and send an email to the entire company once again educating them on how to identify phishing scams and avoid clicking on links in emails. 

By five-fifteen, she was tired of talking to people. She thought about her earlier conversation with Melody about Gabriel’s popularity when they were younger and realized that she was more popular now than she’d ever been. All day people had been begging to see her. She laughed inwardly at the idea that maybe she went into IT so that she would be popular. 

There was always more work to be done, but it was time to call it a day. She and Melody walked downstairs together. Melody had already changed into a band t-shirt and jeans, telling Rae that she was so excited for a live band she was going to see that night with a group of friends. She invited Rae to go with her sometime, and Rae politely agreed, saying it sounded fun, but secretly she hoped her friend would never, ever ask her to go see a live band. She couldn’t think of worse torture than having to listen to loud music in a smoky club. 

Well, maybe listening to Brisa’s MLM pitch might qualify as worse torture. 
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Chapter Two 
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The last house showing of the day resulted in a sale. Gabriel submitted the offer and told the potential buyers that he expected to hear something soon. He also represented the sellers and knew they were anxious to sell, but he didn’t tell the buyers that. The sellers accepted the offer in minutes, and less than an hour later, both parties were sitting around the table in the brokerage signing the contract. 

Gabriel would profit more from the sale of this single house than he made all last month. He left his office wanting to celebrate so he called Rae as he got into his Jeep. She answered after the first ring. 

“Spencer! Guess what?” 

“Umm . . .” 

“I just si –”

“Hold on!” She cut him off. “I want to guess.” 

He started the Jeep and groaned at her.

“You just sighted a wildebeest? You just silently won the lottery? You just sidestepped a pothole. Oh my goodness, are you okay?” 

“Are you finished?” He pulled out into traffic and smiled at her silliness. 

“Almost. One more. You just silenced a horde of zombies!” 

“You done?” 

“Yes.” 

He could almost see her dimple and ornery grin. 

“Tell me your news, Gabriel.” 

“I don’t think you want to hear it.” 

“Please, tell me your news. I really want to hear your news.” 

“Okay, since you asked. I just signed the contract on the Wilson house.” 

Rae gasped. “The one on Winchester Avenue? With the hideous orange stained glass and enormous black light fixture with the chains on the front porch?” 

Gabriel winced at the thought of the monstrous exterior of the home he sold. “Yeah, that’s the one.” 

“Who would buy that ugly thing?” 

“Let’s not worry about that. Let’s just celebrate the fact that I sold it, Spencer. Sheesh.” 

“Oh, okay, sorry. Congratulations!” 

He could hear voices in the background of where she was. He recognized them as his family members’ voices. Shoot. She beat him there. 

“You’re already at my mom’s?” 

“Yes,” He could hear her tone change. “please get here.” She asked in desperation. His sister had probably already started in on her pitch. 

“You know, I might sit this one out.” He teased. 

“Gabriel Leonard Matthews, you’d better get your skinny rear over here.” 

He laughed at the way she invoked his middle name and flipped on his turn signal to turn onto the street where he’d grown up, where his mother still lived and where Rae’s mother, Lois Spencer, still lived next door, and where Joe and Paige Donnelly still lived on the other side of Lois, even all these years after their friend Chet had vanished. 

“I’m coming. Turning onto Redbud now. See you in a bit.” 

With a threat to do him bodily harm if he didn’t get there soon, Rae hung up as he turned into the Summer Valley neighborhood. He drove down the familiar street to his childhood home that stood at the end of the cul-de-sac, and he could see himself at nine years old building ramps for his bicycle on the sidewalk with Rae and Chet. He chuckled at the memory. 

When his mom’s house came into view, a leaden feeling hit the center of his chest and weighed his heart down to his gut. Dad’s old work truck wasn’t there. His mom hadn’t been able to part with the truck for the first few months after his dad’s death, and she was finally able to let it go this week. She’d sold it for less than what it was worth to a cousin wanting to start a roadside assistance business like “Uncle Leo” had for so many years. 

Now, seeing the driveway without the old truck occupying its usual space felt like another blow, another reminder that dad was gone. 

When he pulled into the driveway behind his sister’s car, he told himself the same thing he did every time he returned home: Don’t look over there. 

But, just like every other time, he found himself looking at the house two doors over. Chet Donnelly’s house. He could still picture their three bicycles thrown in the front yard and the three of them climbing the giant tree that stood in front of the house. He could still see Chet waving at him as he got into an unfamiliar sports car. It had been the last time anyone had seen the seventeen-year-old. 

He shook off the feeling and prepared to enter the house. Gabriel Matthews couldn’t enter a social gathering looking down. It didn’t matter if it was only family and Rae and her mom, who were like family. Gabriel Matthews always brought the party. 

“What’s up, family? Let’s learn about pyramid schemes and eat some brownies, people!” He heralded like an announcer at a professional wrestling competition. 

“It’s not a pyramid scheme, Gab. Ri. El.” His sister, Brisa, flipped her long, wavy brown hair over her shoulder as she punctuated his name. “Now, sit over there on the couch next to Rae and Camila and listen up. This is actually a good business opportunity.” Then, she called out to her son, “Beckham, get your uncle a brownie and a drink.” 

Gabriel obeyed his eldest sister and sat next to Rae who was eating a brownie and talking to his other older sister, Camila.

“Hi honey bun. Give me some sugar.” His mom came out of the kitchen and kissed his cheek and squeezed his shoulder. “That video was good today. Bella showed me on the YouTube. You’ll get famous from that one for sure.” She pointed at him and returned to the kitchen. 

“The goal isn’t really to get famous, mom.” He called after her, but even if she heard, she wouldn’t understand. He had explained to her and to the rest of his family numerous times that his YouTube channel was simply a way to advertise his business. He had no desire to be famous. The goal, as always, was to be rich. 

Brisa took her place in the center of the room and cleared her throat, commanding everyone’s attention. 

“Did I miss anything?” He whispered to Rae. 

“Not really. Brisa tried to start but Bella and Brinley were arguing so she had to break that up, and then Camila had to feed the baby, and she wanted to wait until she was back. I think Byron is asleep in the recliner and if Brisa catches him, there may be violence.” 

Gabriel looked at his brother-in-law across the room in dad’s old recliner. Yep, he appeared to be asleep. Rae was right. If Brisa caught her husband sleeping during her presentation, he would be a dead man. 

Gabriel looked around the room but didn’t see his other brother-in-law. 

“Where’s Charlie?” He asked Rae. “How did he get out of this?” 

Rae shrugged, so he leaned over and asked his sister, Camila on the other side of Rae. 

“Hey, where’s your husband?” 

Camila shifted the sleeping baby in her arms to rest her little head on her shoulder. 

“He got called in to work. Had to cover a shift for someone who was sick.” 

“Hmph,” was Gabriel’s reply. He would trade places with Charlie in a minute. He’d rather be working at the fire station with the possibility of fighting a real fire than sitting here in his mom’s living room listening to his sister drone on about another one of her “business opportunities.” 

“Listen up, everybody.” Brisa, ever the oldest bossy one, called them to attention. “I’d like to tell you all about Sticker Cutie.” She clicked a button on her laptop that was open on the end table next to her. Her computer was connected to the living room television, and a slideshow appeared with STICKER CUTIE in giant, pink bubble letters across the screen. 

“Sticker Cutie is a company that started five years ago and is now a globally recognized brand.” 

“Globally recognized? Have you ever heard of it?” He whispered to Rae. 

She didn’t respond but gave him a look that said he’d better be quiet if he didn’t want the wrath of Brisa. 

“Think about it, you have the opportunity to put any image you want on a sticker of any size! Stickers for your laptop, stickers to wrap around your entire car, or stickers for the wall – goodbye wallpaper!” Brisa clicked through the images on her screen showing all of the amazing possibilities of stickers. 

“Uncle Gabriel, you should put one on your car advertising your real estate business,” his eleven-year-old nephew Beckham told him as he brought him a plate with a brownie on it and a glass of milk. 

“You know, Becks, that’s actually not a bad idea.” 

The boy smiled at his uncle, proud of himself, and then sat on the arm of the couch next to him. 

“You could do that, Gabriel. There are so many uses for these stickers. In fact, I ordered some wall sized stickers with purple flowers because Bella wants to re-do her bedroom. There are so many possibilities.” Brisa clicked a button and the screen changed to an image of a woman surrounded by stacks of money. “But that’s not the main reason I called you all here today. Sure, I would love for you to buy stickers from me, but the real profit in this business will come if you sign up to become a Sticker Cutie Partner. Then, you can start your business like I have selling these amazing stickers that almost sell themselves and signing up more Cutie Partners under you. We all make money together. It’s quite an opportunity, and you can do it all from the comfort of your own home, on your schedule.” 

Gabriel gave Rae a look that said it all. Another one of Brisa’s pyramid schemes. If they all just signed up, she would make money. He forced himself to not groan. He wondered how much she expected them all to pony up this time. Last time it was a steak knife company, and they had to pay three hundred and ninety-nine dollars (divided up into three EZ payments!) to purchase the starter pack. 

He respected his sister’s motivation to make a lot of money. In fact, he identified with it. They’d both inherited that from their dad. But he had his own plan to build up his bank account, and he wasn’t expecting any help from his family. Their dad had taught them that they would have to work for it themselves. It annoyed him that Brisa expected all of them to help her get there. 

Brisa passed around a product catalogue, and all the women in the room politely looked at the sticker options and asked questions about creating custom stickers. 

He patted his nephew’s knee. “So, Becks, did the coach switch you to first base?” 

Beckham nodded and wiped brownie crumbs from the corner of his mouth before he spoke. “Yes sir, he said I did really good so he’s moving me in and putting Jake in my old spot in the outfield. I feel kind of bad for Jake, though. He’s really upset about it.” 

The kid had always been soft-hearted. 

“Hey Becks, don’t feel bad about replacing your friend. You didn’t want him to lose his spot. You just want the team to do well, right?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

“Byron!” Brisa yelled at her husband when she noticed that he was asleep. 

The big man jerked awake, nearly causing the recliner to tip over. 

Beckham stifled a giggle at his parents, and Gabriel laughed for him. 

After rebuking her husband, Brisa made her way to the couch where Camila, Rae, and Gabriel sat. 

“What do you all think? It’s a pretty good business plan, isn’t it?” 

Gabriel loved his sister, but he had decided after the steak knives that he was finished with her “businesses.” 

“I think I will buy one of those stickers for the Jeep. The price isn’t bad at all. I’ll order it from you tonight and send over the artwork tomorrow, if that works for you.” He stood with his plate and glass in hand. 

“Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate that. What do you think about signing up for the business?” 

Leave it to Brisa to not let it go. 

“Brisa, I already have a business that keeps me busy. I really don’t need another one. Thank you for offering, though.” He patted her shoulder and headed for the kitchen before she could respond. 

The family kitchen felt more like home than any other room in the house. According to the latest decorating trends, it was totally out of style, but to him, it was timeless. From the brick pavers on the floor and the pot rack that hung over the center island to the pale blue cabinets and the wooden ceiling cross beams overhead, this was the heart of his childhood home. This was where the family of five had all of their breakfasts and dinners, with a mom who was an exceptional cook and a dad who prayed before the meals and told jokes during them. 

He took his plate and glass to the sink and washed them and set them in his mother’s drying rack. 

“Come sit next to me, my sweet boy.” His mom called to him from the kitchen table where she sat across from Lois Spencer. The two of them had tea cups with strings hanging over the sides ending with little paper squares. Steam emanated from their dainty cups as the two old friends sipped their tea and chatted. 

“How did you ladies get out of Brisa’s presentation?” He asked them with a sparkle in his eye. He sat next to his mom, and she gave him a side hug.

“Oh, when you get to be a certain age, people quit pressuring you to do dumb stuff.” His mom answered succinctly. 

“I’m not saying Brisa’s businesses are dumb,” Lois, ever the diplomat, said with a raised hand as if swearing into a trial. “I think she just hasn’t found the right business yet. That young lady is an entrepreneur. She’s going to make a lot of money one day.” She glanced over the tops of her glasses into the living room and added with a whisper, “Now, it’s probably not going to be with this dumb business, but one day.” 

She and Gabriel’s mom cackled at the joke, and it reminded him of all the times the two friends laughed like that in this very kitchen with those very same tea cups. 

“All right, all right you two. You’d better quiet down, or they’re going to come in here and make us join them. Do you ladies know what very important day is in less than two weeks?” 

Evelyn took a sip of her tea and answered him as if she saw him coming a mile away. “Oh we know, Mr. Famous. We know. It’s in eleven days.” 

Lois was also two steps ahead of him. “Your mother and I were just talking about that. We’ve got a plan.” 

Evelyn shook her head at Lois and said, “Not now, dear.” 

What was this? A plan?

“Oh, you two have a plan for Mother’s Day?” 

His mom took another sip and answered, “Yes, dear. Since it’s the first year without your father, I’d like to combine our celebration with the Spencers, if you and your sisters don’t mind. Lois said she and Rae and Claire would love to join us for lunch after church that day.” 

That was the plan that his mom was acting so secretive about? He doubted it. These two were hiding something that they were cooking up in this kitchen. 

“Sure, that sounds fine. You Spencers are like family.” He reached across the table and patted Rae’s mom’s hand. He loved his mom’s partner in crime like family. 

“You must be excited that Claire is coming home. When will she be here?” He asked Lois about Rae’s spunky younger sister. 

“She’s zooming in the morning of Mother’s Day and zooming out that evening,” Lois shook her head at her youngest child. “That girl won’t even be here twenty-four hours, but you know Claire.”

He did know Claire. He loved her like a sister, but he much preferred the calm and easy-going eldest Spencer daughter. 

Brisa came into the kitchen in her regular whirlwind of energy and determination. 

“Hey you three, can I talk any of you into signing up to be Cutie Partners? Camila signed up. I’m sure she would love another family member joining her at the Charming Level.” 

So, she had talked Camila into it. He wasn’t surprised. Camila usually did whatever necessary to keep the peace and make everyone else happy. 

“Brisa, you’re one of my favorite sisters, but – ” 

“One of your favorite sisters?” She cut him off. “What do you mean? You only have two sisters.” 

“Exactly.” He put both hands on her shoulders and looked her squarely in the eyes. He wanted to make certain she heard him “And if you don’t stop trying to sign me up for your businesses, then you are going to fall out of that spot, and Camila will be my favorite.” 

Her mouth opened, but nothing came out, which was a rare occurrence for Brisa. 

“We don’t want that to happen, now do we?” He leaned forward and kissed his sister’s forehead. “Love you, sis.” 

He turned back toward the living room where Rae still sat on the couch. “I just remembered we had that thing we were supposed to do tonight. We’d better go now. We’re almost late as it is.” 

He was lying through his teeth. They had no “thing,” but he could tell she was ready to ditch the Sticker Cutie party as well, so he hoped she would play along. 

“That’s right! We told Brooklyn we’d stop by her store tonight. She’s unveiling a line of cookies at the bakery, and we said we would get some and post them on Gabriel’s Instagram. You know, helping out a friend.” She stood and put on an ‘aw, shucks, sorry we have to leave’ expression. 

After disentangling themselves from everyone’s objections to them leaving early, Rae and Gabriel stood on his mother’s driveway and laughed. 

“Now I have to go to Brooklyn’s bakery and make an Instagram post, or we’re going to be liars.”

She grinned at him. “Too bad. We’re going to have to get some of her cookies.”  

He laughed with her, and they decided to take his Jeep and leave her car parked at her mom’s house where he would bring her back to get it. 

They jumped into his Jeep and headed to Be Sweet Bakery to get some cookies. They talked non-stop – about everything. Nothing was off limits. They talked about neighbors whose houses they passed and their jobs and relatives. She talked about achieving her step count goal for the day, and he told her how someone that day had thought he was his broker’s son and how mad that had made him. His broker, Greg, was fifteen years older than Gabriel, and hated that he was getting older. Gabriel told Rae that he thought Greg got Botox injections to cure his wrinkles, and Rae laughed. 

They stopped at the bakery and chatted with their old friend and bought some cookies from her. Gabriel spent a few minutes making an Instagram reel bragging about the bakery and showing off Brooklyn’s cookies. He uploaded it, and Brooklyn thanked him. Knowing how well he’d done with social media marketing, it was likely that the video would bring her quite a bit of business. 

Rae and Gabriel said goodbye to Brooklyn and hopped back into the Jeep, each with a cookie in hand. As they drove through downtown Cool Springs, they both rolled their windows down and enjoyed the warm evening breeze. 

“Spencer, I’ll never understand why you waste your time on desserts that aren’t chocolate. Why in the world would you choose a lime cookie?” 

“Excuse me,” she sighed defensively and held up the green cookie with white icing. “It’s a key lime pie cookie, I’ll have you know, and it is delicious. Not everything has to be chocolate, Gabriel.” 

He took a bite of his chocolate chip cookie and responded with a mouthful, “Of course it doesn’t have to be, but why wouldn
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