
 



“Age before Beauty is a fun and touching story of motherhood, marriage, and sisterhood that will plop you right in the middle of Allie Harrod’s hectic world. With each new misadventure you’ll be cheering her on. Another entertaining novel in the Sister-to-Sister series.”

Sharon K. Souza, author of Lying on Sunday 
and Every Good and Perfect Gift 

“Age before Beauty will have you smiling and then maybe wiping away a tear as you share Allie and Eric’s romantic ups and downs while they travel down the road of new parenthood. And then the dreaded mother-in-law shows up. Virginia Smith entertains and enlightens through down-home characters you can welcome into your heart like family.”

Ann H. Gabhart 
author of The Outsider 

“Smart, sassy, a special read—Age before Beauty is a wonderful tale of a woman dealing with her problems with a touch of humor.”

Margaret Daley, author of Forsaken Canyon, Buried Secrets, 
The Power of Love/The Courage to Dream, and Family Ever After 

“Virginia Smith’s Age before Beauty is a fun slice of family life with charming characters and an ending that will keep you smiling long after the book is done.”

Annie Jones 
author of Barefoot Brides 

“Age before Beauty has just the right combination of real life mixed with humor. Virginia Smith addresses the modern mom’s struggle—choosing whether to stay home with our children or follow our chosen career path. When career and family combine, watch out!

“As a work-at-home mom, I connected immediately with Allie’s struggle. I laughed my way through her mix-ups and mess-ups while sympathizing with what she was feeling. There’s something in this story for every mom.”

Jill Hart 
Christian Work at Home, Inc. 

“You’ll laugh, you’ll cry . . . well, you’ll mostly laugh as you join the plight of Allie Harrod, a stressed-out wife, mom, and entrepreneur who’s doing way too much but failing to do anything well at all. Age before Beauty is a whimsical and touching story that will have you cheering for Allie as she slowly discovers what is most important for both herself and her family.”

Melanie Dobson, author of Together for Good, 
Going for Broke, and The Black Cloister 

“Virginia Smith’s gentle, realistic portrayal of the conflicts new mom Allie Harrod faces, laced with her warm humor and infused with a reassuring message of God’s everlasting love, make Age before Beauty another can’t-put-it-down read in the Sister-to-Sister series. Allie is every woman’s sister, in any season of life.”

Marilyn Hilton, author of
The Christian Girl’s Guide to Your Mom 

“In Age before Beauty, Virginia Smith strikes a beautiful balance between humor and poignancy in her tale of one woman’s struggle to be all: wife, mother, sister, and daughter. And that’s before her testy mother-in-law moves in. Fortunately, Allie is about to discover that by making room for God, she doesn’t have to go it alone.”

Tamara Leigh, award-winning author of
Splitting Harriet and Faking Grace 

“Age before Beauty is an entertaining, diverting story for anyone who’s ever felt pinched between two generations or pummeled by their checkbook . . . which would mean just about all of us.”

Allie Pleiter, author of Queen Esther and 
the Second Graders of Doom and Bluegrass Hero 

“A fun sisterly romp through cosmetics, assumptions, and life with a brand-new baby in the house, Age before Beauty is a book that will delight readers with its humor and vulnerability.”

Sarah Anne Sumpolec 
author of the Becoming Beka series 



[image: 9781441203731_0003_001]
Age before Beauty 

a novel 

Virginia Smith 

[image: 9781441203731_0003_002]








© 2009 by Virginia Smith 

Published by Revell
 a division of Baker Publishing Group
 P.O. Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287
www.revellbooks.com

Printed in the United States of America 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—for example, electronic, photocopy, recording—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Smith, Virginia, 1960–
        Age before beauty : a novel / Virginia Smith.
             p.   cm. — (Sister-to-sister ; bk. 2)
        ISBN 978-0-8007-3233-2 (pbk.)
       1. Motherhood—Fiction. 2. Sisters—Fiction. 3. Kentucky—Fiction.
     I. Title. 
    PS3619.M5956A73   2009
    813'.6—dc22

 2008042326 

Scripture is taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®. NIV®. Copyright  © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved.

Published in association with Books & Such Literary Agency, 52 Mission Circle, Suite 122, PMB 170, Santa Rosa, CA 95409-5370 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.










This book is dedicated with much love to 

Christy Delliskave, Betsy Banks, and Maggie Tirey—
 the oldest sisters in my family’s next generation 



CONTENTS

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

Acknowledgments



1

The mirror had to be warped. That was the only explanation for the image staring back at Allie from its treacherous surface. Her thighs couldn’t be that wide, her belly that flabby. Could glass warp? Of course not. But the weather so far this fall had been wetter than normal, following a horribly humid Kentucky summer. All that dampness wreaked havoc on the wooden front door at Gram’s house. And this mirror had a wood frame. That had to be it.

But the warping seemed only to be in the middle, like one of those fun-house mirrors. She squinted down at her pink toenails. Her feet looked normal. Her face looked okay. Pretty good, even. This was the first time she’d put on makeup in weeks, and a little color worked wonders. She could use a haircut, though the dark blonde layers falling in waves to rest on her shoulders managed to hold the extra length well.

She blew her bangs out of her eyes. Actually, the long hair made her face look fuller, and that offset some of the width of her hips. Which needed the help, especially now that she got a good look at them wearing only a nursing  bra and panties. If she cut some of the volume out of her hair, she’d look like one of those toys she and Joan and  Tori played with as kids. What were they called? Weebles. She’d look like Mother Weeble.

She swayed from side to side, eyeing her oversized bottom half as she sang the toy’s jingle. “Weebles wobble but they don’t fall down.”

“Did you say something?”

Allie whirled to find Eric standing in the bedroom doorway, a grin twitching at his mouth. She felt a blush creep up her neck. Though he was the world’s most awesome husband and devoted new daddy, she still felt awkward parading her postmaternity body around in front of him. A flabby belly covered in stretch marks was soooo sexy.

“How long have you been standing there?”

His voice dropped an octave as his smile deepened. “Long enough to admire my beautiful wife.”

No mistaking that husky tone. She snatched her jeans off the bed. “Don’t get frisky, lover boy. My sister will be here any minute.”

Eric’s lips twisted. “Story of my life lately.”

Allie crossed the room and placed a tender kiss on his cheek. “I’m sorry my family is here so often. They just don’t want to miss a day with the baby. She’s growing so fast.” 

“I know, I know.” He grinned. “But tonight I get Joanie all to myself. Our first father-daughter date.”

Allie sat on the edge of the bed and slipped her feet into the jeans, avoiding Eric’s eyes. He had been looking forward to this evening for a full week, ever since Joan invited her to go to a stupid party where some fanatical woman would try to force her to buy something she didn’t want and for  which she had no use. If only Joan hadn’t asked in front of  Eric, she would have turned the invitation down without a second thought. But he had insisted it was time she took her first outing without the baby.

Pulling the waistband up around her knees, she gave Eric a worried look. “Are you sure you’ll be okay? She’s only taken a bottle a few times, you know. She might cry.”

“I’ll deal with it.”

“But—”

He held up a finger. “No buts. She’s five weeks old. In three weeks she’ll be taking a bottle at the daycare center when you go back to work. She needs to get used to it.”

Tears stung Allie’s eyes, and she looked away so Eric wouldn’t see. “I guess you’re right.”

“Of course I am. Now finish getting dressed while I go wind the baby swing again.”

He left, and Allie sat staring at the handwoven rug in front of their bed. Three weeks. Then she’d have to leave her precious little Joanie in the hands of a total stranger. If only . . .

She jerked the shirt over her head. No. One of the things she and Eric had talked about before they got married was how they’d handle life after they started having children. She’d insisted on laying it all out, because Eric’s mother had been a stay-at-home mom, and Allie wanted to make absolutely sure he didn’t have the same expectations. Her toenail caught the edge of her sock as she tugged it up, and she hissed with pain. No way would she become one of those women relegated to a dull life of child rearing. She was a career woman—the second sock followed the first—with a college degree and plans for her professional  future. She liked her job, liked the independence it gave her. Besides, they agreed on having two incomes so they could afford things like nice clothes and good cars and vacations at the beach.

But that was before she’d had a baby.

If only there was some way she could pursue her career and keep her daughter at home. She had quietly investigated every work-from-home scheme she could find lately, but all of them sounded more like scams than jobs.

Banishing the tears, she stood. No sense crying about it. She had no option. In three weeks she’d return to her job as a team leader at the social services office. She might even be able to recapture some of the excitement and ambition she’d felt before she got pregnant. At the moment, though, it sounded like a life sentence with no chance of parole.

She pulled her jeans up over her knees. This was the first pair of zippered pants she’d tried to wear since Joanie’s birth, having lived in sweats and oversized T-shirts once she put away the maternity clothes. Wiggling her hips back and forth, she inched them upward. Come on, come on, they had to fit. They were her biggest jeans, stretchy and so loose that she’d worn them all the way up to her fifth month of pregnancy. Just a little farther . . .

Ugh. She panted from the effort. But at least she’d managed to get them pulled all the way up.

Now the zipper. Suck that gut in. Pull hard. Harder. She hopped up and down, tugging at the waistband. Okay, if the zipper wouldn’t go all the way to the top, it didn’t matter. She’d just wear her shirttail out. Everybody did these days. As long as she could get the button fastened.

There! They fit! She was wearing pre-baby Levis! Well,  sort of.

She stepped up to the mirror and bit back a gasp.

The stupid thing had to be warped.




“Hey, look at you all dressed up.” Joan stood on the doorstep, car keys clutched in one hand. “You look great.”

Allie scowled and tried not to think of the jeans she could almost wear shoved in the back of her bottom drawer. “These are maternity pants. Nothing else fits.”

“Oh.” Joan’s smile drooped a fraction, then brightened again. “But that’s not a maternity shirt. And turquoise is totally your color.”

Her eyes shifted to a point inside the room, then she practically bowled Allie over as she rushed toward the swing to snatch up the baby. Sighing, Allie closed the door. So much for Joanie’s nap.

Allie tried to ignore a wave of insecurity as she admired her sister’s slim frame, the way her jeans fit without a single bulge. Straight dark hair fell forward to tickle the baby’s face as Joan cooed at her slumbering namesake while she unfastened the safety strap. Soft baby noises answered as little Joanie’s eyelids fluttered open. Allie clasped her hands together to keep from taking the infant from her middle sister’s arms. She was so sweet when she first woke. Tiny fists rose above her head and she kicked her legs out to their full length and arched her back to stretch.

“Look at her! I swear she’s grown an inch since the last time I saw her.”

Allie answered dryly. “I doubt that, since you came over yesterday.” She held her hands out. “Here, let me change her.”

Joan clutched the baby closer. “I’ll do it.”

With a sigh, Allie followed her sister into the nursery. Bright pink daisies on fields of green bordered the white walls and also decorated lacy curtains and crib bedding. Joan laid Joanie on a daisy-covered pad atop the changing table. While she unsnapped the pink onesie, Allie took a diaper from the stacker and popped open the plastic cap on the wipes. The sweet smell of baby powder was quickly replaced with a less pleasant odor when Joan peeled the tape off the dirty diaper.

Eric stuck his head through the doorway as Allie pulled out a wipe and handed it to Joan. “Whew, I’m glad you girls got that out of the way before you left. Of course, the way this little piggie eats, I probably have at least one unpleasant surprise in store tonight.”

“Don’t worry.” Allie dropped the soiled bundle into the Diaper Genie and twisted the knob. “We won’t be gone very long. I’m sure we’ll be back for the next dirty diaper.”

“I’m kidding, Allie. You know I don’t mind taking care of my girl.” He leaned over and buried a kiss in Joanie’s chubby neck, eliciting a gurgle and an excited waving of arms and legs.

Joan snapped the onesie back in place over the fresh diaper and picked up the squirming infant. Allie stepped forward to take her, but instead Joan thrust her into Eric’s arms.

“It’s time to go. I don’t want to be late.” With a meaningful glance in Allie’s direction, she marched out of the  room, Eric right behind her with Joanie hugged tightly to his chest.

Left alone in the nursery, Allie fought a wave of panic that caused her throat to tighten with unshed tears. Cheerful daisies mocked her. She knew this feeling, had sensed the edges of it creeping toward her all day. The moment had come. After five weeks of constantly being in Joanie’s presence, she was about to leave her in someone else’s care.

Don’t be ridiculous. She scrubbed at her eyes with the back of her hand. Joanie wasn’t staying with a stranger. She was staying with her daddy! He’d watched her many times while Allie enjoyed a long bath or a nap.

But what if she cries? What if she misses me?

She started toward the living room, and then stopped short as an even more distressing thought struck her. What if she doesn’t even notice I’m gone?

“Allie, are you coming?”

Joan’s voice propelled her feet into motion. She would not think about that.

“I’m ready.”

One step took her from the hallway into their tiny living room, where Eric had deposited Joanie on the mat beneath her baby gym. Allie fought to suppress a wave of regret when chubby infant hands waved with erratic enthusiasm at the dangling toys, and happy coos filled the room. It had only been in the past few days that she’d started noticing the toys. She was growing so fast, changing every day. What if she did something really cool for the first time tonight, while Allie wasn’t here to see it? She dropped to her knees and showered Joanie’s face with goodbye kisses.

“There are a couple of bottles all ready to go in the fridge,” she told Eric. “Run hot water over them to warm them. Don’t use the microwave.”

Eric stood and pulled her up with him. “I won’t.” He planted a kiss on her cheek.

“She ate two hours ago, so she’ll probably be hungry around eight. If she gets fussy before—”

Joan grabbed her arm and steered her forcefully toward the front door. “Come along, Mother. It’s time to go.”

Thoughts of all the terrible things that could happen pummeled her mind like giant hailstones. She pulled away and whirled toward Eric. “Don’t give her a bath until I get home. You know how slippery she is when she’s soapy.”

 He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face the door. “Stop worrying. We’ll be fine. Now go have a good time.” A gentle shove pushed her forward.

From the porch, Joan seized her and jerked her through the doorway. Allie shook her off and spun around to remind Eric to put the baby’s sweater on because the house would cool when the sun went down, but the front door slammed shut in her face. Tears welled in her eyes.

“You’re pathetic.” Joan folded her arms across her chest and leveled an unsympathetic look on her.

Allie sniffled. “It’s the first time we’ve been apart in five weeks.”

“Then it’s about time you gave the poor kid some breathing room.” She shook her head. “You’re becoming one of those hovering mothers. I can totally see you stalking her on the kindergarten playground during recess.”

Actually, Allie didn’t see a problem with dropping by to check on your kids during the day, but in the face of Joan’s  sardonic expression, she didn’t dare mention it. Instead she lifted a chin. “I will not be a hovering mother.”

A snort blasted from her sister’s nose. “I know my big sister. You’ll hover like a helicopter.”

Her head held high, Allie marched past Joan toward the driveway. “I thought you didn’t want to be late.”

She rubbed her hands on her arms. It was a chilly fifty degrees, and the orange October sun was rapidly dropping toward the horizon. They’d shoved her out the door without a jacket, but she didn’t dare go back inside now or she’d never hear the end of it. Serve them both right if she caught pneumonia and died.
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Joan pointed her remote control at the car and a soft click came from inside. Allie slid into the passenger seat, relishing the warmth left over from Joan’s drive across town. An air freshener stick, tucked discreetly into the heater vent, filled the interior with the scent of freshly sliced lemons. She breathed deeply, willing the sharp citrusy odor to banish the tears that hovered behind her eyes as Joan rounded the front of the car. If her sister caught her sniffling with separation anxiety, she’d harp on it all night.

“How did you get roped into this thing tonight, anyway?” Allie asked when Joan slid into the driver’s seat.

Joan started the engine and turned to look through the back window as the car rolled down the driveway. “A friend from church invited me. She said she was sort of pressured into having this party, and since Eve is part of our mission trip group, I didn’t feel like I could refuse.”

Joan was totally into the whole church thing ever since she started dating Ken Fletcher. Her church group was planning a trip to Mexico in January to build houses for poor people, and it seemed like every weekend they had some sort of fund-raiser going on.

“Well, don’t expect me to buy anything,” Allie warned. “I hate pushy makeup saleswomen.”

Joan turned a corner and the sun, a fiery orange sphere half concealed by the horizon ahead of them, stung Allie’s eyes. She put a hand up to block the rays.

“Apparently it’s more than makeup,” Joan told her, squinting to see through the glare. “Eve said they sell all sorts of stuff.”

“What’s it called, anyway?”

“Uh, Varie Cose, or something like that.”

“Very cozy? Is it some kind of treatment for varicose veins?” Allie slapped her thigh, whooping at her own joke.

“You’re a riot.” Joan lifted a shoulder, eyes fixed on the road. “I think it’s Italian.”

Still chuckling, Allie adjusted the heater vent to direct warm air toward her arms. “I hope your friend is serving snacks. If I’m going to suffer through a sales pitch, the least she can do is feed me.”

Joan executed a few turns, the volume on the radio tuned so low Allie could barely make out the strains of an unfamiliar song. Joan hummed along, though, as they turned into an apartment complex and parked. As Allie opened the car door, she glanced at her watch. 7:04. Joanie wouldn’t be ready to eat for another— 

Jerking upright in the seat, she realized that she hadn’t thought of her baby in a whole five minutes! She started to brag to Joan, but then decided she’d probably be accused of obsessing.

Joan bounded up a set of stairs, and Allie followed. Eight steps, turn a corner, eight more steps. She lost sight of her  sister, who had trotted on ahead of her and disappeared around the next corner, but she followed Joan’s progress  through the sound of her footsteps as she skipped upward. Going up and down these stairs every day would kill her.

 By the time Allie reached the third floor, she was hauling herself up on the handrail, huffing with effort. “For cryin’ out loud, why don’t they put elevators in these buildings?”

Joan waited for her on the top landing. “Stairs are good for you. They’ll get your heart pounding and your blood circulating.”

“Yeah, well, it’s pounding alright.” She collapsed against the wall to pant. “I think I’m going to have a stroke.”

“You’ll be fine.”

No sympathy from her little sister, not that Allie expected any. Miss Fitness Freak turned her nose up at french fries and ran a gazillion miles every morning before work.

At Joan’s knock, the door opened. A cute young woman with dark, curly hair and deep dimples in her cheeks said, “Hey! Come in,” and threw the door wide.

Joan hugged her briefly on her way into the apartment, waving a hand in Allie’s direction. “Eve, I don’t think you’ve met my sister, have you?”

Allie stepped forward and shook the girl’s hand. “Allie Harrod. Nice to meet you.”

“I’m so glad you could come. And congratulations on your new baby. Joan has told us all about her at church. Her pictures are adorable.”

Allie instantly warmed to the girl. “I have some new ones.” She patted her purse, which contained photos she’d printed on her inkjet just that morning.

“I can’t wait to see them.”

As she stepped into the room, Allie whiffed a sweet vanilla-scented aroma, the promise of freshly baked snacks  later. She glanced around as Eve closed the door. A half-dozen women crowded a living room smaller than hers at home, three on a blue floral print sofa, one in the matching chair, and another on a wooden dining room chair in front of a sliding glass door. Joan was shaking the hand of a sixth woman who stood in front of a small television stand. The woman’s face wore the wide, unmistakable smile of one who is accustomed to being the center of attention. Ah, the saleswoman. Her dark lipstick and perfectly penciled eyebrows marked her instantly. As did the heavy scent of perfume that cloyed at Allie’s nose as the woman approached.

She extended a slim hand with manicured nails the exact shade of her lips. “I’m Sally Jo Campbell, the Varie Cose consultant.”

She pronounced it VAH-ree-yah CO-see, but any European glamour she might have hoped to portray with her assumed Italian accent was destroyed by a heavy southern drawl that doubled the regular number of syllables in her name. Allie glanced at Joan, then quickly away when she saw her sister’s lips twitch.

Allie shook the hand, wondering why in the world people bleached their teeth. Didn’t they know that blazing white looked unnatural? “Nice to meet you. I’m Allie Harrod.”

“If you’ll just take a seat, honey, I think it’s about time to start.”

Joan sat in a wooden chair and patted the empty one beside her. Allie settled there as Eve dragged the last chair  from the dinette set to the opposite end of the semicircle. In the corner nearest Allie, a white sheet covered a pile of something-or-other on top of a spindly legged card table. Ah. The stuff they were going to be pressured into buying.

Sally Jo’s dazzling smile swept the room. “First off, I want to thank y’all for coming tonight. And special thanks to Eve, our hostess for the evening.” She inclined her head toward Eve, whose dimples deepened.

Sally Jo continued. “To start out, I’d like to ask y’all a question. Have any of you ever heard of Varie Cose before?”

Allie glanced at the others as she shook her head. A thin woman on the sofa raised a tentative hand. “I have.”

“Of course, Mrs. Tankersley.” Sally Jo nodded, and then announced to everyone else, “Eve’s mama hosted a party last month. She earned a lovely gift when her guests bought more than four hundred dollars of Varie Cose products!”

Her lacquered lips formed an O of astonishment, and her slim fingers tapped gently against the palm of her other hand as she nodded around the room for everyone to join in the applause. Allie clapped her hands a few times without enthusiasm. That’s how these people suckered you in. They made you feel like a heel if you didn’t spend enough money for your hostess to win a “lovely gift.”

“Varie Cose got its start in Italy two decades ago when an orphaned woman named Fiorenza Hyppolito fell in love. Her beloved was from an old Italian family that put a lot of store in tradition. She learned that her beau’s mother was gossiping about her around the small town where they lived. She didn’t want her son to marry Fiorenza because she was poor and didn’t even have a proper dowry.” She shook her head sadly, tsking over the travesty of an inadequate dowry.

Allie leaned toward Joan and whispered, “That’s what bridal showers are for.”

Sally Jo flashed an irritated look in her direction before continuing. “So Fiorenza decided to create her own dowry. She scoured the Italian countryside for bargains. Within a year she had assembled everything she needed to set up a proper Italian household.” A pained expression flooded Sally Jo’s features, and she placed a hand lightly at her collarbone. “But alas, Fiorenza was so exhausted by her efforts that she fell ill. While she was recovering, her beau visited her in the sanitarium and fell in love with her nurse.”

Gasps around the room drew Allie’s attention from the story. A vaguely familiar blonde in jeans and a lime green blouse wore an outraged expression. “That’s terrible! The poor girl.”

Oh, come on. Surely they weren’t falling for this story. No doubt it had a few grains of truth, but it had to have been embellished. Allie caught Joan’s gaze and lifted her eyes toward the ceiling. Joan nudged her foot and stared pointedly at the saleswoman.

“I know.” Sally Jo nodded toward the blonde. “But actually, it turned out for the best. Fiorenza couldn’t stand the sight of the dowry she’d gathered, so she sold it piece by piece.” A flash of white teeth blinded them. “And she made money, lots of it. Many people wanted to buy the items she’d found, but nobody wanted to roam the countryside to seek them out. When she’d sold everything, she started over. Before she knew it, word had spread, and she had customers calling from other towns, and then other countries. Varie Cose was born.”

“What does Varie Cose mean?” asked a heavy brunette with gigantic hoops dangling from her ears.

“It means various things.” Sally Jo’s ready smile burst forth again. “Which is just perfect, of course, since that’s what the product line includes. Everything you’ll ever need to run your household. It’s all delivered right to your door by your Varie Cose consultant. Once you become a Varie Cose customer, the only time you’ll ever need to shop in a store again is for groceries.”

“Boy, Tori would hate that,” Allie mumbled.

Joan’s lips twitched. Their baby sister was an enthusiastic shopaholic.

A knock sounded on the door, and Eve jumped up to answer it. Sally Jo paused as the room’s attention was diverted toward the new arrival.

“I’m so sorry I’m late,” a girl’s voice said from outside. “I started packing up the car an hour ago, but then he woke up and I had to feed him, and then he messed up his outfit so I had to change him. Here.”

An arm with a diaper bag hanging from it thrust through the door, followed quickly by a young woman whose other hand clutched the handle of a blue bundle. As Eve took the bag, Allie sucked in an outraged breath. That girl was carrying a baby seat! A blue receiving blanket formed a tent over the handle to cover it completely, presumably protecting a baby inside.

She whirled in her chair to glare at Joan. “I didn’t know we could bring our babies.”

Sally Jo coughed politely. “Of course we welcome babies, but we hope a Varie Cose party will be a relaxing time away  from the responsibilities of motherhood. You know,” she tilted her head toward the new arrival, “a girl’s night out.” 

Allie would have bristled at the insinuation in her tone, but the young mom didn’t take offense. She laughed as she set the baby carrier beside the chair Eve had vacated. “I haven’t had one of those in so long I wouldn’t know what to do.” Her smile swept the room. “Hi, everybody. I’m Darcy.”

A chorus of greetings welcomed Darcy as she sat. She peeled the blue blanket back with exaggerated care to peer inside. Allie wanted to jump up and see the baby, but Sally Jo took control once again.

“You’re just in time for the fun part. The demonstration!” 

She turned toward the corner and removed the white sheet from the card table with a flourish. Allie craned her neck to see the array of products piled on the table’s surface. There sure was a bunch of stuff.

Sally Jo pulled a stack of catalogs out of a bulging leather satchel and handed them to Allie. “Take one and pass them around, honey.” She spoke to the group. “When you get your catalog, turn to page four and you can read all about the first fun product I’m gonna demonstrate.” She snatched an item from among the jumble on the table and, beaming, held it aloft like a precious jewel. “The laundry pen!”

As she handed the stack to Joan, Allie whispered, “Oh, joy. A laundry pen.”




Eric jiggled the bottle up and down in the kitchen sink, hot water showering over its side from the faucet. Clutched  in the curve of his left arm, Joanie cut off her shriek long enough to draw a quick breath and start again.

He bounced the baby in rhythm with the bottle bobbing up and down in the hot water. “Just a minute. I’m warming it as fast as I can.”

When he shook the bottle to test the temperature, the milk still felt cold. This was taking way too long. He glanced toward the microwave. Surely a few seconds wouldn’t hurt. 

No. If Allie found out—and she would, because she had a sixth sense that surfaced whenever he tried to keep something from her—she would do him bodily harm. He wasn’t sure he bought her argument that the microwave changed the chemical makeup of the milk, but she certainly did. He thrust the bottle beneath the water and continued jiggling, wincing as Joanie roared her impatience.

“Shhh, shhh, it’s coming. I promise. Food is minutes away.”

Her face a deep purple, the baby gasped another lungful of air and then launched into a series of short shrieks, her body rigid. Just like his nerves. Allie had told him about the occasional fit Joanie threw if her demand for milk wasn’t instantly satisfied, but he’d only half believed her. How could such a tiny set of lungs produce such volume?

There. Surely that was warm enough. It was still a little cool, but at least he’d knocked the chill off. He shoved the nipple into the gaping mouth, and the noise cut off mid-screech as Joanie latched on and sucked like she hadn’t eaten in days. Better not tell Allie how easily she accepted the bottle.

Eric headed for the living room and settled onto a couch cushion. Feet propped on the coffee table, he tucked the  bottle into his neck, held it in place with his chin, and punched the remote control On button. As he surfed through the channels, his taut nerves began to relax. They’d enjoyed some quality daddy-daughter time for the first thirty minutes after Allie left. Then Joanie lost interest in the toys dangling from her baby gym and started to fuss. She couldn’t be hungry, he’d reasoned. She’d nursed at five o’clock and wasn’t due for another meal until eight. Besides, it would be good for her to fuss a bit, build up an appetite. Learn to wait for the things she wanted. That’s how character developed.

His resolve lasted a whole five minutes—until the shrieking started.

He gazed down into her red face. “You really are a little fiend when you’re hungry, aren’t you? Your mama said you could be, but I had no idea.” Eyes scrunched tight, her greedy sucking filled the room with piggy noises. “I guess I’ve lucked out so far, since she has a ready supply of milk.”

A sitcom rerun caught his attention as he flipped through the channels. When the show first aired, he’d thought it ridiculous, another of those kid shows starring a cherub-faced blonde with a too-cute-to-be-believed lisp. But the little girl’s dimpled grin and bouncy curls as she grinned up at her on-screen daddy snagged his eye, and he let his finger hover over the channel button for a moment. In a few years, Joanie might look like that kid. Already her downy blonde hair pressed against her skull in damp waves when she finished her bath. Maybe when it was longer, it would curl like that. And her eyes, though still infant dark blue, would probably get lighter as she grew, maybe greenish like Allie’s.

He pressed a finger into his daughter’s fist. “You’re gonna be a knockout like your mom, kid,” he told her.

At the rate she was growing, she’d be crawling before they knew it, and then walking, and then skipping on a jump rope or whatever little girls did.

An image flashed into his mind, the picture of a pretty four-year-old who’d gone missing from her babysitter’s yard over in Lexington a few years back. Dozens of those photos decorated the bulletin boards in the hallways at Eastern Kentucky University where he’d attended the dispatcher training program. Kids who got snatched came in all shapes and sizes, but cute little blonde girls seemed to be special targets for the sickos of the world.

He gripped Joanie tighter to combat the fear that accompanied the thought. “Not you, though,” he vowed, his voice a whisper. “Not on my watch.”

Surprising how quickly he fell into the role of Protector of the Family. The depth of his protective instincts for his kid still astonished him because they’d come on so quickly. Allie, of course, changed personalities like the wind changed directions. He’d watched her go from sexy college student to eager wife to expectant mama to a maternal force to be reckoned with, all in the space of a few years. The way she threw herself into each part, embracing it with gusto, was nothing short of amazing to him. He, on the other hand, remained basically the same guy as the one who flirted with the gorgeous blonde at the campus pizza restaurant a few years back.

Until the baby came along. He set the remote control on the cushion and traced a finger lightly over the soft skin of Joanie’s cheek. From the moment that squalling bundle  drew her first breath, something like awe settled on him, and it hadn’t left yet.

The doorbell chimed, followed by an impatient rap, rap, rap on the metal frame of the storm door.

He wasn’t expecting anyone. Probably Carla, Allie’s mom, stopping by to see how he was doing with his first babysitting job. Good thing he liked his in-laws. He saw a lot of them lately. He heaved himself to his feet as carefully as he could, trying not to jostle Joanie as she ate. Not that it mattered. The little piggie sucked with vigor, gulping loudly.

The doorbell sounded again.

“Hang on a sec,” he shouted. Bottle propped beneath his chin, Eric twisted the door handle and pulled it open. When he saw who stood on the front porch, his jaw went slack. The bottle dropped to the floor, and Joanie let out a shriek.

Stunned, Eric could only stare.
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Allie sipped from her glass of diet soda, a paper plate covered in cake crumbs balanced on her knees. Sally Jo had interrupted her product demonstrations long enough to allow them to fill a plate, grab a drink, and return to their seats to view the next batch of stuff-no-home-should-be-without. 

Joan leaned sideways. “If you see anything you like, let me know. I still haven’t gotten you a birthday present.”

Allie awarded her a withering glance. “If you buy me a laundry pen for my birthday, I’ll never speak to you again.”

Joan laughed as Sally Jo selected an item from the table and made a show of holding it behind her back. She flashed a grin with the manner of one who is about to show them a map to the fountain of youth. “And now we move into my favorite product line. Can anyone guess what that is?”

Allie turned her head so Joan could read her lips. Tooth care? she mouthed. Beyond Joan, the girl named Brittany noticed and hid a laugh behind her glass.

“Makeup!” Sally Jo announced, beaming as she whipped out a tube of lipstick and held it before her like a kid taking  a turn at show-and-tell. “But actually, it’s so much more than makeup. Varie Cose offers an entire line of skin care products far superior to anything else I’ve ever tried. And believe me, ladies, I’ve tried a lot of them.”

Judging by the amount of makeup layered on her face, Allie figured she must have tried them all tonight, one on top of the other.

“Skin care is by far our most popular product line, with the cleaning products coming in a close second. Why, sixty percent of my sales each week are makeup items.”

“Sixty percent?” Allie glanced at the table in the corner, at all the stuff piled on top of it. “You must sell a lot of makeup.”

“Trust me,” Sally Jo said, her smile secretive. “I really do.”

Allie’s ears perked up. How much money did the woman make selling this stuff? Enough to support herself?

As Sally Jo drew breath to launch into a description of the lipstick she held, Allie interrupted. “Do you have a job, Sally Jo, or do you do this full-time?”

Around the room, the ladies stopped flipping through the pages of their catalogs to listen to Sally Jo’s answer.

“Varie Cose is my job, though I only work part-time. In fact . . .” She paused and let a conspiratorial smile sweep the room. “I’ve been so successful, I got my car only four months after I signed on as a consultant, and I moved up three levels in just a year. You may have seen my Lexus in the parking lot.”

Allie looked closer at the woman. Nice clothes. Expensive shoes. Lexus. The Varie Cose business must be pretty lucrative.

She sat back in her chair as Sally Jo launched into a detailed description of the amazing staying power of Varie Cose’s lipsticks. Just how lucrative, though? Enough to match her paycheck as a state employee? If she worked part-time as a Varie Cose consultant, she wouldn’t have to take Joanie to daycare at all. Most of the parties would be held in the evening, like this one. Now that Eric was on first shift, he would be at home in the evenings. All the business stuff, the ordering and paperwork and all that, could be done during the day while Joanie napped or played.

Could Varie Cose be the solution to her problem?

She set her empty plate on the floor and leaned forward in her chair, ready to pay closer attention to Sally Jo’s demonstration.




“Listen, honey, why don’t I give you a call tomorrow and we’ll talk more. What’s your number?” Sally Jo held her pen poised above her notepad, an eager glint in her eye as though she had fresh meat in her sights.

Around the room, partygoers stood in clusters of two or three, comparing their order forms and discussing items in the catalog. Judging from the amount of writing on some of those forms, Allie figured Sally Jo would make a bundle tonight. And Eve would definitely earn her “lovely hostess gift.”

Allie recited her phone number, aware that beside her, Joan’s eyeballs looked like they were about to explode out of her head. As the consultant moved on to the next group  with a satisfied smile on her shiny red lips, Joan shoved her face into Allie’s.

“What are you doing?” She glanced behind her and lowered her voice. “Rule number one is never give them your phone number. You should have taken her card and offered to call her. That way when you wake up in the morning and realize you were suffering from temporary insanity tonight, you can forget about it. Now she’s going to bug you to death.” “But I want her to call.” Allie kept her gaze fixed on Sally Jo’s back where she stood talking to Eve and her mother, and spoke in a whisper. “If she’s selling enough to earn a Lexus, just imagine how much money she’s making. And if she can do it, I’m sure I can too.”

Joan tilted her head sideways. “I didn’t know you wanted a Lexus.”

Allie rolled her eyes. “I don’t want a Lexus. I want a job where I can stay home with my daughter.”

Joan’s mouth dropped open. “You do? I thought you liked your job at the state.”

“I like it okay. It’s not that.” Allie let her gaze slide away from her sister, toward the baby carrier sitting safely in a corner, its sweet little occupant snoozing away, totally oblivious to the chattering women in the room. “But I’m having a little trouble at the thought of leaving Joanie with someone else.”

“What does Eric say?”

Allie shook her head. “We haven’t talked about it.”

Joan’s eyelids narrowed. “Don’t you think you should let your husband know you’re considering a career change? Communication is vital in a healthy relationship, you know.”

Allie aimed a breath at her bangs. Now that Joan was finally enjoying a serious relationship with a guy, she turned into Dear Abby. “If I want marital advice from my single sister,” Allie told her, “I’ll ask for it.”

Joan threw her hands up, palms facing Allie. “Okay, okay. I’m just saying you should talk to him before you jump into something.”

From the corner came a whimper. Every woman’s face turned toward the infant carrier. Two little fists waved in the air as the baby stirred.

“Ooh, he’s waking up!” Eve’s mother turned a wide, baby-hungry smile in the infant’s direction. “Can I hold him?” 

Darcy, seated on the sofa and leaning over her order form on the coffee table, nodded. “Sure, but let me change him first.”

Allie itched with Empty Arms Syndrome. What time was it, anyway? She glanced at her watch. 8:47. She’d been away from her baby for almost two full hours. Her body, conditioned to supply Joanie’s milk needs, stirred as Darcy’s baby let out a loud cry. If she didn’t leave soon, she’d look like Elsie the Cow had sprung a leak.

“Hurry up with that form,” she ordered Joan. “I need to get home.”




When they turned onto Allie’s street, she saw a strange car parked in her driveway.

“Who drives a white Camry?” Joan asked as she glided to a stop at the curb in front of the house.

“I have no idea. A friend of Eric’s maybe?” A flash of  irritation tightened Allie’s lips. What happened to father-daughter time? How could he give Joanie the attention she needed if he had a friend over?

“Well, I won’t come in since you have company. Thanks for going with me tonight. I hope you didn’t see what I got you for your birthday.”

“I didn’t,” Allie told her as she reached for her purse in the backseat. “But I hope it was that salad slicer thingy. Something like that could save me a fortune in Band Aids.”

Joan grinned. “You’ll just have to wait. It’s only two days, though. Gram’s planning to fix your favorite dinner—fried chicken and mashed potatoes with gravy.”

Though Gram lived in an assisted living facility, she came to the family home and cooked every Sunday and on special occasions. A family celebration wouldn’t be the same without Gram’s home cooking, and especially her homemade yeast rolls.

“I can hardly wait.” Allie opened the door. “You coming over tomorrow?”

“Probably not. It’s Wednesday. You want to come with me?”

Joan attended a Bible study at some church in Lexington on Wednesday nights. She really had embraced the religion stuff in the past couple of months. But at least she wasn’t pushy about it.

“No, thanks.” Allie got out of the car and leaned over to look back inside. “See you Thursday.”

“Bye.”

She slammed the door and stood watching as Joan’s car pulled away from the curb. With a final goodbye wave, she headed toward the house. Eric had better not be ignoring  Joanie to talk with his buddy. And whoever-it-was had better take the hint that it was time to leave. It was past nine o’clock. Their nighttime bath ritual was overdue.

She opened the storm door and swung the wooden one inward. The living room was empty. And what was that smell? Like cheap perfume.

“Eric? Where are you?”

“Allie!” Eric stepped into the room from the kitchen, Joanie tucked into the curve of his elbow. “You’re home early. I didn’t expect you until ten or so.”

He tossed a glance over his shoulder. Why was he acting nervous? Sick fear made her stomach flop. Did he have a woman in there?

Allie stepped forward, her arms outstretched to take Joanie. She struggled to keep her tone even. “Whose car is in the driveway?”

He handed the sleeping infant to her, then shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Uh, car?”

Allie looked sharply at him. She’d definitely caught him at something. A buzzing started in her ears as her face heated. “Unless you bought a new Camry while I was gone, someone must be here.”

He grabbed her arm and drew her toward the center of the living room, away from the kitchen, then leaned forward and placed his mouth next to her ear. “Don’t get upset, okay? We’ll work it out.”

She jerked away, and Joanie whimpered in her arms. If he thought another woman wearing cheap perfume was something to “work out,” he’d better think again. “Work what out?”

“Hello, Allie.”

Allie whirled, shock coursing up her spine, her mouth hanging open. Then her grip on Joanie tightened. This was no girlfriend, no affair. It was much worse. Staring at her from just inside her kitchen stood the only person in the entire world who hated her guts. And the feeling was definitely mutual.

Her mother-in-law.
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Seated on the bed, Eric leaned against the headboard and watched his wife stomp back and forth from the bedside table to the closet. At the rate she was going, they’d have to replace the carpet. “You’re acting like this is my fault, like I did something on purpose just to upset you.”

Allie’s eyes shot blue-green darts across the room. “You can’t expect me to believe she showed up on our doorstep, suitcase in hand, with no warning whatsoever. Nobody is that rude, not even your mother.”

He clamped his jaw shut. Actually, that’s exactly what had happened, but to admit it would be agreeing that his mother was rude. Maybe she was, but Allie wasn’t exactly exuding generosity and charm at the moment.

“Honest, Allie, I’m just as shocked as you are.” He allowed a hint of steel to seep into his voice. “But insulting my mother won’t help. She’s having some problems, and she needs some time to work things out. Try to show a little compassion.”

“Compassion?” Allie clutched Joanie so tightly Eric was surprised the baby didn’t wail in protest. “She came into the bridal room on my wedding day and called me names  in front of all my bridesmaids. She said I was self-centered and she didn’t think our marriage would last a year. And I’m supposed to welcome her into my home with open arms when she shows up unannounced?”

Eric had heard the incident recounted a dozen times in the five years of their marriage. After a few months he grew tired of trying to come up with excuses for his mother’s behavior, and usually just ignored Allie when she brought up the ill-mannered comments on their wedding day. But after the conversation with his mother in the kitchen before Allie got home, he felt like he needed to defend her tonight.

He folded his arms across his chest and glowered. “Your mother shows up unannounced almost every day, and I welcome her into my home.”

Allie whirled on him. “That’s different. She stays an hour and leaves. Your mother lives in Detroit, so I assume she’s planning to be here for a few days. And what do you mean, she’s having problems?”

He couldn’t hold her gaze and let his slide downward toward his feet. He needed to tell her the whole story, but she wasn’t going to like it.

“Actually, that’s what we were talking about when you came home. Mother doesn’t have any plans at the moment. She . . .” He cleared his throat. “She left Dad. Moved out.”

He risked a glance at Allie. If her mouth were open any wider, somebody could toss a basketball into it.

“I know this is a shock,” he went on in a rush. “Trust me, I’m still reeling. I never in a million years thought Mother would leave Dad.”

Allie sank onto the edge of the bed, looking dazed. “Did she tell you why?”

“No.” Eric shook his head. “I was trying to get something out of her when you came home, but all she’d say was ‘I need a change.’ ”

She lowered the sleeping baby to the center of the mattress and arranged a fuzzy pink blanket over her, then turned a stern look on him. “She can change all she wants somewhere else. Your mother is not moving in with us, Eric.”

He heaved a sigh. “I know. But what was I supposed to do, slam the door in her face?”

“You could have offered to drive her to a hotel.” Her eyes narrowed. “There are a couple of nice ones just a few miles away.”

Eric leaned forward and covered her hand with his. “I can’t do that. She is my mother.”

“And I’m your wife.”

Allie locked gazes with him, and he had to force himself not to look away from the intense depths of her eyes. “I know that. You are the most important woman in my life.”

Okay, blatant flattery, but if that’s what it took to restore peace, he’d resort to sweet talk. Besides, it was true. Hopefully Allie sensed his sincerity.

She must have, for she said, “Well . . .” and gave a sniff. “She can’t stay here indefinitely. I’ll lose my mind if I have to deal with her for more than a few days.”

Eric didn’t heave a sigh of relief, but his breath came a bit easier. Hopefully a few days would be all it took for Mother to come to her senses and go back home. Besides,  he’d never admit it to Allie, but it was actually kind of good to see her. He’d been trying not to feel offended that neither of his parents had made the trip down from Detroit to see their first grandchild, while Allie’s family was here so often they might as well pitch tents in the yard. He looked forward to the opportunity to show his daughter off to his mother.

He tightened his hand around Allie’s and pulled her toward him. She lost all resistance then and snuggled in his lap. He held her close, breathing deeply to catch the unique scent of her hair, a faint mixture of soap and flowers that always—

 The door opened abruptly, and Mother stuck her head into the bedroom. Allie jerked away from him and leaped off the bed.

“I hope I’m not intruding.” Mother gave a tight-lipped smile. “I just wondered if you have some clean bed linens. These don’t seem very fresh.”

A deep flush stained Allie’s face as her eyes grew round. “I’m sure they’re clean, Mother,” Eric hurried to say before Allie could respond. “Nobody has slept in that bed since we moved into the house.”

Mother’s expression did not change. “So that means you haven’t changed the sheets in how many years?”

Allie’s arms hung at her sides, both hands tightening into fists. Her gaze was fixed on the floor in front of her, but Eric knew his wife well enough to know that she was struggling to control her temper. And judging by the blotches that were starting to appear on her neck, she was about to lose the struggle.

Eric leaped off the bed. “I’ll show you where the linen  closet is. I’m sure we have some more sheets to fit that bed.”

With a single nod, Mother turned away and disappeared from view. Avoiding his wife’s eyes, Eric sidled past her toward the doorway. She grabbed his arm, fingernails biting into his skin, and pulled him roughly toward her.

“I want a lock on that door tonight,” she hissed.

In the face of Allie’s fury, Eric judged the wisest course of action was to do whatever it took to pacify his wife.

“Yes, dear.”

A solitary trip to Wal-Mart to buy a locking door handle sounded like an excellent idea.




Allie settled Joanie gently into the crib and flipped on the baby monitor. These predawn feedings were killer. She backed toward the door, staring at the precious little face nestled inside the pink bundle. That crib was so big, and Joanie was so tiny. She would have preferred to keep the baby in the bassinette a few more weeks, but all the books said to let her get used to sleeping in her own bed as soon as possible. Though she didn’t admit it to Eric, she’d slept better herself without straining all night to hear every breath her daughter drew. And with the receiver on her nightstand turned all the way up, she could still hear the softest baby sigh. She tiptoed backward through the doorway and closed the door with a soft click.

Turning, she came nose to nose with her mother-in-law and nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Betty, you scared me.” Allie put a hand over her heart  and heaved a steadying breath. “I didn’t know you were up.”

A single row of pink plastic curlers formed a ring around the base of her mother-in-law’s skull, and a tight curl of dark, steel-colored hair was held in place by crisscrossed bobby pins in front of each ear. She looked a lot older this morning, her eyes heavily hooded and the skin at each side of her jaw sagging to form droopy jowls. She must be, what? Sixty-two or -three? A lot older than Allie’s mom, anyway. Right now she looked every day of it.

Her wide mouth tightened, deepening the lines at each corner into twin crevasses as she gave a little sniff. “It’s five thirty. I’m always up at this time, making Don’s breakfast and packing his lunch.” She glanced across the living room at the closed master bedroom door. “What time does Eric leave for work?”

“Not until seven thirty.” Allie edged a step away, toward the safety of her bedroom with its newly installed locking doorknob. “His alarm clock will go off in another hour. But if you’re bored, I’m sure he’d love it if you pack him a lunch. It’d save him some time.”

The lines between Betty’s eyes deepened with disapproval. “You mean you don’t make his lunch for him?”

Allie hid a sarcastic response behind a tight smile. “No, he makes a mean ham sandwich. In fact, before I went on maternity leave, he sometimes made my lunch at the same time he did his own.” She gave in to a wide yawn. “I’m not much of a morning person.”

The older woman’s dark eyes, a nondescript gray-brown color, seemed to gather sadness as the lids drooped even farther. “I suppose he’s grown accustomed to taking care  of himself. Marriage must have been such an adjustment for him.”

Allie’s jaw clenched at the thinly veiled insult. Actually, when she first met Eric he had been a rowdy college boy, living in a pigsty with three other guys and doing his best to prove that the human body could thrive on beer, leftover pizza, and powdered sugar donuts. He’d been completely resistant to any “taking care of” she’d tried to perform. Wouldn’t even let her do his laundry when she offered to take it home with hers, and they almost broke up over her attempts to wash a sinkful of disgustingly filthy dishes in his kitchen. One of the things that attracted her to him in the first place had been his independence.

Allie forced a smile. “Marriage is always an adjustment, isn’t it? For both parties.”

“But wives are called on to sacrifice more than husbands.” Her chin inched upward. “Our role in the family is to be the homemakers, to take care of our husband and children. That’s our job.”

Allie stiffened. In another minute Betty would be telling her she needed to submit or something, and then Allie would totally lose it.

“Well, that works for some people.” She turned before Betty could respond and stomped across the living room. When her hand touched the knob, she said without looking back, “Make yourself at home in the kitchen. I’m sure Eric would love to have his breakfast waiting when he gets up. Just like the good old days.”

With the door safely closed behind her, Allie leaned against it, fuming. She refused to be lectured about her wifely duties in her own home. What kind of Stone Age  thinking was that, anyway? Men were perfectly capable of taking care of themselves, and some, like Eric, resented a woman trying to mother them. Betty had been living in some sort of time warp for the past forty years, dressing in checkered aprons and scrubbing the floors on her hands and knees, or something equally ridiculous. That was exactly what Allie didn’t want, the reason she couldn’t quit work and become a stay-at-home mom. She and Eric had a modern marriage. They shared everything, right down the middle, from the household duties to the responsibility for paying the bills.

That last thought flushed away Allie’s irritation with her mother-in-law as it ushered in a new set of worries. She crossed the bedroom floor on tiptoe, careful not to disturb the blanket-covered figure in the bed. The Varie Cose catalog lay on top of her dresser, and she fingered its glossy cover. Could she really sell enough of this stuff to cover her part of the bills? Sally Jo’s success proved it could be done. But Allie didn’t know the first thing about sales.

On the other hand, Allie knew people. Her favorite classes in college were the behavioral psych courses. She loved figuring out what made people tick, what made them act certain ways, like certain things. Surely that kind of analytical look at behavior could help her in a sales career. Maybe if she approached selling with that idea, she could make a go of it.

Behind her, Eric murmured something and rolled over. She left the catalog where it lay and slipped beneath the blanket to wrap her cool arms around his sleep-warmed body. He snuggled closer and, with a soft sound very much like his infant daughter’s, settled once again into a deep  slumber. Allie lay with her cheek pressed against his chest, her mind busy with plans. She’d talk to Sally Jo today, find out the details of becoming a Varie Cose representative, and then present her plan to Eric tonight. They’d probably have to lock themselves in the bedroom to have some privacy, though. She heaved a breath that sounded like the snort of an irritated bull.

He was just going to have to do something about his mother.
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