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A Note To Readers


This is the story of an imperfect woman, the wonderful man who loves her, and a sisterhood that remains strong even at the most trying of times. If you’re looking for a simple story featuring characters who have no flaws or insecurities, this is not it. The Snow Sisters trilogy is laden with emotions and funny, flawed, and loving characters. I hope you enjoy them as much as I do.

The best way to keep up to date with new releases, sales, and exclusive content is to sign up for my newsletter.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

About the Love in Bloom Big-Family Romance Collection

The Snow Sisters is just one of the series in the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth. A complete list of all series titles is included at the end of this book, along with previews of upcoming publications.

You can download free first-in-series ebooks and see my current sales here:

www.MelissaFoster.com/LIBFree

Visit the Love in Bloom Reader Goodies page for downloadable checklists, family trees, and more.

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Ebooks can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app.

Shop my store: shop.melissafoster.com


Praise For Melissa Foster


“Steamy love scenes, emotionally-charged drama, and a family-driven story, make this the perfect story for any romance reader.”

Midwest Book Review (on Sisters in Bloom)

“HAVE NO SHAME is a powerful testimony to love and the progressive, logical evolution of social consciousness, with an outcome that readers will find engrossing, unexpected, and ultimately eye-opening.”

Midwest Book Review

“TRACES OF KARA is psychological suspense at its best, weaving a tight-knit plot, unrelenting action, and tense moments that don’t let up, and ending in a fiery, unpredictable revelation.”

Midwest Book Review

“[MEGAN’S WAY] A wonderful, warm, and thought-provoking story…a deep and moving book that speaks to men as well as women, and I urge you all to put it on your reading list.”

Mensa Bulletin

“COME BACK TO ME is a hauntingly beautiful love story set against the backdrop of betrayal in a broken world.”

Bestselling Author, Sue Harrison


For the sisters my mother couldn’t give me, but who found their way into my heart. You know who you are.
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Meet Melissa


Chapter One


Kaylie Snow didn’t just have to tinkle. She had to pee. If she wasn’t out of bed in two minutes, she’d very likely not make it to the bathroom, and then she’d have to explain to her fiancé why the carpet was wet. She pulled the sheet over her naked, burgeoning belly and sat up, watching Chaz’s chest rise and fall with each peaceful breath. She stifled the urge to lean over and kiss his barely parted lips. He’d been working so hard; he really did deserve to sleep in. The morning light streamed through the curtains, reminding her of the morning after they’d first met. Surely her bladder could wait one small minute while she savored those memories. She’d had far too many margaritas celebrating her best friend Camille’s impending wedding, and Chaz had been only mildly tipsy when they’d left Bar None together and headed to his place. She remembered thinking that she wanted to run her hands through his wavy blond hair, which set off his ocean-blue eyes like jewels. And she’d desperately wanted to kiss him, just as she did now.

She’d waited a long time for that first kiss. They talked until five in the morning, when—tucked perfectly into the curve of his arm, her head against his muscular chest—they’d fallen asleep on the couch in his living room. When she awoke, the sun was warming the room, and his unkissed lips slightly parted as he slept. She could feel their connection as if it were another person in the room, and she’d known in her heart that she’d found the man she’d one day marry. She reached over now and ran her finger over the prickles of whiskers that lined the chiseled edge of his jaw.

He rolled onto his side, snuggling deeper into the pillow, and shifted just enough to jiggle her bladder. She winced, pressing the heel of her hand on the mattress to push herself to her feet—not an easy task at thirty-five weeks pregnant. As she raised herself off the bed, she felt Chaz’s hand fold into her own.

“Come back,” he whispered.

Kaylie turned, holding the sheet across her heavy breasts. “I have to pee,” she whispered.

“Then come back.” He squeezed her hand gently and then let her go.

After Kaylie went to the bathroom, she washed her hands and inspected herself in the mirror. Naked Buddha. She turned sideways. Beached whale. She turned to the rear and looked over her shoulder. Oh, God, that’s even worse. What had she been thinking last night, believing each of Chaz’s compliments about how gorgeous she looked? The evening before came tumbling back to her. The phone call from the Denver nightclub, the one she’d sung in for the last two years. Just another in a long line of lost singing gigs that she’d hoped to secure for after the baby was born. She was a good singer! Audiences loved her, and she’d never missed a single gig. She’d always dreamed of being offered a record deal; now it seemed as if her pregnancy changed everything, like she had a tattoo on her forehead that read, Don’t hire me. I’ll have a baby soon and it’ll make me unreliable. She’d cried for twenty minutes, blaming herself, the baby, and even Chaz. Later she realized she hadn’t really meant a word of it; she’d just been overwhelmed. Chaz had stuck right beside her, calm and empathetic, and she’d fallen for every one of his lines about how sexy and beautiful she looked and how wonderful of a mother she’d be. He’d reeled her right into his loving, secure arms and whisked those worries away.

Look at me. That’s it! No more sleeping naked. She ran her hands along the pockets of flesh that had somehow gathered above her waist. Jesus, I have love handles? She’d been a size five since she was a teenager. How could she have love handles? Babies grew in the uterus, not above the hip bones. What the hell is this all about? She patted her blond hair into submission—sort of—brushed her teeth, and then grabbed one of Chaz’s T-shirts from his dresser drawer before returning to bed.

Kaylie lay on her back, her legs bent at the knees. She restrained herself from feeling the love handles that now seemed to silently taunt her. Just knowing they were there was making her cranky. She felt her chest tighten, and clenched her fingers around the edges of Chaz’s shirt.

Chaz curled into her, his knees tucked under hers and his arm across her narrow hips, below her enormous belly. He rested his head on her shoulder, and she listened to his breathing, each breath calming her nerves a little bit more. She felt so safe when she was with Chaz. No wonder she hadn’t put on clothes last night. She believed anything that came out of his mouth.

“Wanna think about names?” he whispered.

“We agreed not to.” When Kaylie first learned she was pregnant, they’d decided not to find out the gender of the baby. There were so few real surprises in life that they wanted the birth of their baby to be one of those moments that really grabbed them by their hearts in a way that nothing else ever could. For that reason, and with her doctor’s permission, she’d had only one sonogram. She wasn’t a high-risk pregnancy, and she was so young that her doctor saw no reason to have more; Kaylie had been relieved. The idea of lying on the table with her baby on that screen—close enough to reach out and touch—would have been too hard to turn away from.

Kaylie was also adamant about not trying out names before it was born. She’d never understood how a child could have a name before the parents had met it. What if a Charles was really a Michael? It would be hard to change the name to fit the personality or looks of a baby if they’d been calling it Charles for nine months.

She and Chaz were so much alike. They agreed on almost everything, and Kaylie had dated enough men to know just how lucky she was. She closed her eyes, thinking about the things she had to do today. She was meeting her older sister, Danica, and her mother, whom she hadn’t seen in—gosh—a year? Had it really been that long? Guilt settled in around her. Her mother was once such a big part of her life, but ever since she found out that her mother had stayed with her father after learning of his affair, she no longer saw her mother in the same light. The strong woman she thought she knew seemed weak and almost pathetic. Now that Kaylie was going to be a mother, she found herself thinking of her own mother more often, but she had no idea how to handle the anger and disappointment she felt toward her. Once again, she tucked away these uncomfortable thoughts about her mother. They were too difficult to deal with right then. She had other pressing issues that she could not ignore.

Her nerves tightened against the incessant nag in the back of her mind, the one that reminded her that it had been months since her last singing gig. The one that reminded her that her sister Danica would never let her career just fade away, unless that’s what she wanted. Kaylie felt powerless to change the path of her failing career, and determined, fearless Kaylie had never felt powerless in her entire life.

Chaz moved his hand slowly across her pelvis, then traced gentle circles on the underside of her belly. “Gracie?”

“We’re not doing this,” she said, smiling despite her desire to chew on her worry for just another minute or two. She brushed his bangs from his forehead.

“Felix?”

“Chaz.”

He scooted up beside her and whispered in her ear, “Jezebel? Bambi?”

She giggled. The stress of her love handles and the nagging were fading.

He nuzzled against her neck, bringing his hand over the crest of her belly, and then dragged his index finger straight down from her collarbone, between her breasts, to the arch where her belly joined her diaphragm. Shivers tickled her spine. She folded her legs to the side, leaning them against his.

“I’m meeting my mom and Danica for lunch.”

“Mm-hmm.” He kissed her shoulder, slipping his hands beneath her T-shirt.

“I haven’t seen Mom in ages. I’m kinda nervous.”

He slid the shirt over her head, and she arched as he pulled it off, her hair showering down around her face.

“Don’t be,” he said. Then he was on his knees beside her, one arm on either side of her body.

She traced a vein running over his biceps as he lowered his mouth to her breast. She gasped as he flicked her nipple with her tongue. Pregnancy had heightened her senses, and Chaz played into them with tantalizing care. She laid her head back, arching her neck, trying to hold on to her concentration, think through the impending meeting with her mother and her career troubles. But he shifted to the other breast, exposing her wet nipple to the cool air, and she grabbed the back of his head with a wanting moan.

Chaz ran his tongue along the outside of her breast. “Want me to stop?” He lifted her breast and lapped at the delicate skin beneath.

“No,” she said breathlessly. Her hormones had been on overdrive since her fourth month of pregnancy.

His mouth trailed her side, her ribs, and then the area just above her hip.

She guided him back up, away from those newly formed love handles, and drew his mouth to hers, opening to him as his tongue moved slow and deep, exploring her, consuming her. She felt his hardness against her leg, and she pressed into him. His hand dropped to her other hip, sinking his fingers into the flesh of her thigh. Every nerve ending flamed with heat. She arched into him, her belly an unforgiving guard between them.

She sat up, and he moved with practiced care onto his back. Tension from the lost gig eased as his hands reached for her hips and she straddled him, hovering just above the tip of his desire. He arched toward her, and a sly grin spread across her lips. This had become her favorite part of pregnant lovemaking—taking control, making him wait. She leaned forward, her hair circling their faces, and she kissed him gently on his forehead, his cheek, his chin. Chaz tried to catch her lips with his, but she was too quick. She took his hands in hers and secured them under her knees, and then she leaned into him again, gently licking the edges of his lips.

She lifted her body higher, then pressed his erection flat against his belly, lowering herself onto him, teasing him, not allowing him to enter her. She glided up and down along him until his eyes were so full of hunger that she thought he might beg her for more. She relished in controlling his release. She kissed his chin, his neck, and then sucked just below his ear, until she knew he couldn’t hold out much longer. She ran her tongue down his chest, taking his nipple into her mouth and using her teeth ever so lightly while he writhed beneath her, begging for her to take him inside. Finally, breathless with her own desire, she reached between her legs and guided him into her, sucking in air with the shock of him.

He opened his eyes and pulled her into a deep kiss. Kaylie felt the worry about seeing her mother ease from her shoulders and back. His hands slid down her sides, and she flinched, searching his gaze for hints of disgust from the thickness of her expanding waistline. She watched his eyes fill with desire and then flutter closed as he melted into the feel of her. She relaxed into his touch, her worry disappearing with each sensuous movement, until her self-consciousness, and thoughts of her wavering career, were almost—almost—gone.


Chapter Two


Kaylie looped her arm into Danica’s, feigned a smile, and hoped she was pulling off a brave face. “Here we go, sis,” she said sarcastically, as they headed from the parking lot toward Felby’s Restaurant.

Danica cocked an eyebrow. “It’ll be fine. Mom’s excited to see you and that belly that’s carrying your evil little spawn.”

Kaylie elbowed her sister. “Why do you call her that?”

“Because you could never give birth to anything evil, so it makes me seem like an appropriately bothersome sister.”

“You’re just jealous,” Kaylie said. She’d always thought Danica would settle down and have a family before she did. Danica was two years older, and until recently, she’d been a practicing therapist. She tended to live a more stable, mature lifestyle than Kaylie, whose singing career meant late nights surrounded by drunken people. It didn’t exactly lend itself to creating a stable schedule for a new baby. Kaylie put her hand on her belly. Much to her chagrin, her career seemed to be pushed further and further to the sidelines during her pregnancy.

“Not even a little. I’m not ready for babies yet. Ouch,” Danica exclaimed.

“What?”

“Your arm is locked into mine so tightly it’s pinching.” Danica unlinked her arm from Kaylie’s and rubbed her forearm. “You okay?”

“Just a little stressed,” Kaylie admitted.

“Mom can have that effect.” Danica pulled open the doors and waited for Kaylie to enter the restaurant.

Love handles can have that effect.

Kaylie knew that Danica had remained in contact with their mother and that she’d never felt the resentment toward her that Kaylie had after their parents’ divorce. Danica didn’t see their mother very often, either, and Kaylie wondered why and if Danica felt the same type of the anxiety she did. She didn’t appear to, and there was no way Kaylie was going to bring it up. For the longest time, Danica had pestered Kaylie about not cutting their mother out of her life, and she didn’t feel like revisiting that conversation. While Danica had once been a great therapist, Kaylie was an expert at dodging advice and, eventually, she’d made her sister so upset about the whole thing that Danica had given up trying to force her to make amends. Kaylie wanted to keep it that way.

It was Sunday afternoon and Felby’s, one of the nicer restaurants in the small touristy town of Allure, Colorado, wasn’t nearly as busy as it would be in a few short weeks. August was the calm before the storm. Soon, SUVs would fill the streets and tourists would overtake the ski slopes during the day and the restaurants and the Village at night.

Kaylie scanned the restaurant for her mother’s smart blunt cut and structured button-down shirt. Her mother’s hair was the same buttery shade of blond as Kaylie’s, and the more she looked for it, the more uneasy she felt. “I don’t see her. Maybe she cancelled. Did you check your messages?”

“You wish.” Danica laughed.

“She’s not gonna be happy to see me. I haven’t seen her in almost a year.” Kaylie stepped back and looked at Danica’s low-rise shorts and cute tank top. She’d definitely lost weight, and her springy dark curls had grown over the past few months, making her look even younger than Kaylie. Kaylie felt the fangs of jealousy taking hold.

“Don’t be silly. You know Mom. She’ll act like it’s no big deal. She’s never put you on the spot—ever. There’s no reason to think she will now. There she is.” Danica waved at a booth in the corner.

“That’s not Mom,” Kaylie said, looking at the red-haired woman in the corner booth.

Danica headed for the booth. “Of course it is.”

Kaylie followed and, as she neared the booth, she realized it was her mother after all. Her hair had grown at least two inches, brushing her shoulders, and it was definitely not buttery blond.

“Red?” Kaylie asked, tossing her purse onto the bench across from her mother.

“Hello to you, too, Kaylie,” her mother said.

She winced at her mother’s sharp retort and cast an I-told-you-so glance at her sister.

Her mother stood and hugged them both. “You look radiant, sweetheart,” she said to Kaylie. Helen Snow had been the epitome of the doting mother. She’d baked weekly, had made Kaylie and Danica special outfits, and had never missed a PTA meeting. She reached out now and touched Kaylie’s stomach. “Look at my baby, having a baby. And you—” she held her hands out, as if presenting a beautiful painting—“doesn’t love suit you well!”

Kaylie watched Danica’s face flush with embarrassment. It had been a huge deal when she first met Blake. He’d been one of Danica’s therapy clients, and from the moment they’d set eyes on each other—Danica told Kaylie later—she knew her life would never be the same. The attraction was undeniable, and not just because he was tall, dark, and devastatingly handsome. He was also kind and honest, and Danica told Kaylie that when she was around him, she felt her heart and mind open wide, and her very being felt lighter. Kaylie had been happy for her then, but now, after seeing the changes in Danica’s personality, she knew her sister had done the right thing by giving up her therapy license and opening a youth center instead. What pleased Kaylie even more was watching her sister allow herself to be loved, and by someone as clearly in love with her as was Blake.

Kaylie scooted onto the bench across from her mother and Danica. The glances from the two men at a neighboring table brought a smile to Kaylie’s lips. She spread her napkin across her lap, securing it below the bubble of her belly with a proud lifting of her chin. Maybe Chaz was right after all, and I’ve still got it.

“How are my girls?”

Her mother’s radiant skin and fresh hair color painted an image of a completely new person, one Kaylie didn’t recognize. Where was the efficiently dowdy classroom parent? The mother who baked every week and never said a terse word? Just seeing her brought the pain of her parents’ divorce rushing back. Kaylie had been in college when they separated, and she’d found out a few months later that her mother had known about her father’s mistress for years, but she’d stayed with him for Danica’s and Kaylie’s sakes. Now all she could think of was how weak her mother had been to remain in a broken marriage. As she looked over her mother’s new image, and rested her hand on her belly, she couldn’t help but think about how much had changed over the past year.

One thing would never change, though, as far as Kaylie was concerned. She’d learned a lot from her mother. The biggest lesson, however, came from the divorce. The other shoe can always drop.

“The youth center is doing great,” Danica began. “I think we made the right call naming it No Limitz. It’s flashy and really does speak to the nature of helping young people to grow and realize their potential. The new logo design just came in. It seems like it took forever, but I think making thez yellow and the other letters blue really worked out well. I love the kids, and, Mom, I never realized how much of a downer it was to do therapy every day. It was like a huge weight was lifted when I left that career behind.”

Danica was positively glowing, and Kaylie felt another familiar twinge of jealousy. Danica had transitioned from a career as a therapist to opening a youth center without so much as a headache, while it seemed to Kaylie that she’d had to work twice as hard to make a name for herself in the music industry. Granted, she was a singer at events and restaurants, not a pop star, but still, she was proud of her accomplishments. She couldn’t help but feel a bit resentful as her sister’s career flourished and hers faltered.

“I know, and I’m sorry that your father and I pushed you in that direction for so long.” A forced smile quickly replaced the momentary regret that flashed in her mother’s eyes.

“Are you kidding? I loved being a therapist, and I appreciate that you and Dad pushed me hard to do my best. I think those skills helped me not only in my personal life, but also at No Limitz. It’s just that, now, I see what else is out there, and I can see what I was missing. When I was a therapist, if I bumped into a client out in public, I had to pretend I wasn’t a real person with a real life. Now, I don’t have to duck into any corners.” Danica took a sip of water.

“You gave up your therapy license so quickly after meeting Blake. Do you have any regrets? Do you ever miss your practice?” her mother asked.

After Danica had met Blake, Kaylie had seen her change in ways she never even imagined her sister could—much less might want to. She’d gone from being a conservative, semi-uptight therapist to a relaxed woman who allowed herself to be more spontaneous, and to give in to her inner woman a little more. Okay, a lot more.

“Honestly, no. I’m the happiest I think I’ve ever been. I never realized how I was always at the ready—like at any second, I’d have to go all cover ops when I was out in public. Talk about strangled by your career.”

“And she’s got a hunky man to boot,” Kaylie added.

“That I do,” Danica agreed.

“And you, Kaylie? How are things? How do you feel?”

She sat on pins and needles, just waiting for her mother to call her out for not making an effort to see her in so long. “I feel good, healthwise, and I think we’re about as ready to meet this baby as we will ever be.” She patted her belly. “But my career has tanked, and I don’t have any alternatives at the moment.” Kaylie hated the pouty, needy sound of her voice.

“That’s not true,” Danica said.

“Are you getting fewer singing jobs now that you’re so far along?” her mother asked.

Kaylie nodded as her mother reached across the table for her hand.

“Kaylie, that’s all part of being pregnant. It’s not that you’re not a good singer anymore. It’s just that the jobs that you were used to securing cater to a…” Her mother looked at Danica for insight.

“Racier, not-yet-settled-down, crowd,” Danica offered.

“Younger, prettier, sexier. I know. I know. That doesn’t make it any easier for me.” Kaylie took a drink of water to settle the emotions that had been on overdrive since she got pregnant. “I knew this would happen. I mean, I didn’t think I’d be singing in bars at eight months pregnant. I just didn’t think it would be so hard to secure jobs for after the baby’s born. But”—sending her index finger toward the ceiling, she feigned a smile—“on the plus side, I have more time to prepare for my little one and plenty of time to spend with my hunky man.” She tried to convince herself as much as the two of them.

A slim young waitress came to their table. “Hi, I’m India, and I’ll be your server today.” She looked at the three women and said to Danica, “I just love your hair.”

Danica touched her curls. “Really? Thank you. It’s a mop.”

When did Danica learn chatty girl skills? “I’ll have an iced tea and grilled chicken salad, no onions, please,” Kaylie said.

Danica shot her a that was rude glare, which Kaylie skillfully ignored.

A cell phone rang, and all three women reached into their purses.

“It’s mine,” their mom chimed in.

The girls exchanged a curious glance.

“Hi. Yes. Oh, I’d love that. Okay.” Their mother’s cheeks reddened, and she lowered her voice. “I can’t wait to see you either. Okay, bye.”

“Who was that?” Kaylie and Danica asked in unison.

Their mom stuffed her phone back into her purse and folded her hands on the table. “That was…” She took a sip of water. “Well, there’s no easy way to say this. I’m dating.”

“Mom, that’s great!” Danica embraced her.

“Dating?” Kaylie asked.

“Kaylie, she’s allowed to have a life.”

“I know. It’s just weird. The last time I saw you—”

“Which was exactly eleven months ago,” her mother said.

Here it comes.

Her mother’s phone chirped again, and she dug through her purse and took it out, read a text, and responded as Kaylie spoke.

“It has been a long time, and I’m sorry. I’ve been so wrapped up in…” Chaz, the baby’s room, my failing career. “Anyway, you weren’t dating, and you didn’t have a cell phone. Or red hair.” Why am I being such a bitch? She watched her mother smile as her fingers moved in rapid succession on her tiny touch screen. “You text now, too?” Dear God, shoot me now. Make my bitchiness stop.

“If you had returned my calls, you’d have known this. A lot has changed, and I know it’s a lot to take in.” She touched her hair. “My hair, that was a suggestion from a new friend of mine, Mamie Jones. We were at the gym—”

“You go to a gym?” This just keeps getting better and better.

“I’m pushing sixty, so yes, I do. It’s good for osteoporosis. My doctor recommended some light weight-work. Anyway, I met Mamie there. She’s divorced, a few years longer than me, but we have a lot in common. She suggested a fresh start, and I thought, what could it hurt?”

“So, you dyed your hair, joined a gym, and who’s the guy who called? Who’s texting?” Kaylie asked, thinking of her mother’s thin, frayed voice when she’d called to tell Kaylie about her father leaving. There wasn’t a trace of that frail woman sitting before her now, and she didn’t know whether to be happy for her or curl into a ball and wish for her mommy to come back.

“His name is Patrick, and he’s a very nice man. He’s a banker. Very stable. Divorced five years.”

“Oh, Mom, that’s wonderful. You deserve to be happy.” Danica kicked Kaylie under the table.

Kaylie shook off her surprise. “You do deserve to be happy. I’m sorry, Mom. It’s just that my life is becoming a bit stagnant, and you and Danica are moving forward. It’s just hard for me. We haven’t seen each other, and suddenly, everything’s different. I mean, you’re dating. Wow.”

“And you’re having a baby. There’s nothing more wonderful than giving birth and starting a family.”

“I know, you’re right, but I do miss working. I didn’t expect my entire life to change after the baby came.”

Danica and her mother exchanged a look, and Kaylie bit her tongue.

“Kaylie, this is just a new, different path for you to take. That’s all. You’ll get used to it. You’ll be proud of it. It’s the best time of your life.”

Best time of my life? What was the last ten years? “It’s just a tad overwhelming. Chaz is going out to LA soon, and I worry about”—she leaned across the table and whispered—“how unattractive I am.” She sat back and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “My ankles swell by dinnertime, my career sucks right now, and I’m exhausted by the evening.” She never thought she’d be the one ragging about her life.

“By the way, when do I get to meet the handsome prince?” her mother asked.

Her mother had never coddled her when it came to her looks, and Kaylie had to remind herself of that as she bristled from her mother’s blatant disregard for those concerns. Had it been a different time, when they’d been closer and seen each other more regularly, her mother might have rolled her eyes and quipped, Pull up your big girl panties. There are more important things in this world than how you look. Now that acknowledgment felt like a missing limb.

Kaylie and Chaz had moved in together right after she found out she was pregnant, and they’d been so wrapped up in each other that introducing her mother had slipped her mind. She wondered what that said about her relationship with her mother. “We’ll figure out a time soon. I promise. He’s swamped getting ready for the film festival. I never realized that being the director of the festival meant that he’d travel so much. I thought a director would just…direct.” Chaz ran the Colorado Indie Film Festival, which meant overseeing every aspect from securing funds for sponsors to wining and dining celebrity speakers. While he had a small staff to oversee each of the major areas, with the festival just around the corner, securing sponsors had become a major deal. Without sponsor funding—some in excess of ten thousand dollars—the festival could not take place.

Her mother took a drink. “Have you spoken to your father? Does he know about the baby?”

How could she be so comfortable asking about him? “No, I haven’t spoken to him. You know that. He’s got whatever her name is. He’s made his choice.” Her father had married his mistress two years after leaving their mother, and Kaylie hadn’t gone to the wedding or returned his phone calls since. Holiday cards were thrown out unread and, as far as she was concerned, and much to her mother’s dismay, he no longer existed to Kaylie—and the halfsibling he claimed she has, didn’t either. Danica, on the other hand, continued to write to her father on occasion, but as far as Kaylie knew, Danica hadn’t seen him in person or spoken to him on the phone since he moved away.

“Oh, Kaylie. You really shouldn’t be like that. Your father loves you.”

“Mom, it’s hard for her,” Danica said in Kaylie’s defense. “It’s hard for both of us.”

“You too?” her mother asked.

“I send holiday cards,” Danica said.

Kaylie changed the subject. “I think I need a girls’ night.”

“When’s the last time you saw Camille and the girls? I talked to her mother about two months ago. She said their new house is to die for,” their mother said.

“I haven’t seen her in a while, but we talk on the phone, and we text.” Kaylie realized that it had been quite a while since they’d actually seen each other.

“I’ll put together a girls’ night. Would that be okay? We can go into the Village to one of the great little cafés.” Danica took out her cell phone to check her schedule. “Blake can do something with Chaz that night. It’ll be fun.”

“I don’t want to go to a café. I want to go to Bar None,” Kaylie whined.

Danica lowered her phone, and her jaw followed. “You’re pregnant. You can’t drink.”

“I don’t want to drink.” Kaylie felt life breathe back into her lungs. Her words tumbled out, driven by a rush of adrenaline over the thought of going out and having fun with her girlfriends. She didn’t realize how much she missed going out with them until just then. “I just want to hang out and have fun, listen to good music. I want to feel alive and attractive, instead of pregnant and tired. Besides, it’s proving harder to secure singing jobs for after the baby is born than I thought it would be. Maybe if we put our heads together we can figure out how to make that happen.”

Their mother smiled. “That’s my girl. You always knew how to spin things positive.”

[image: * * *]

Kaylie hugged her mother goodbye and promised she’d make an effort to stay in closer contact with her. She hoped, as she watched her mother walk away, that she would make the effort. But some days, it was just so damn hard to think of her mother and not have that pang of anger slogging down her best intentions.

“Even her walk looks different,” she said, cocking her head to the side.

“You think so? I think she’s just happy.” Danica took out her keys. “Do you want me to call the girls?”

“Do I ever,” Kaylie said with a sigh. The men from the neighboring table walked out of the restaurant and eyed Kaylie and Danica. Kaylie smiled.

“Kaylie!” Danica gave her a stern look. “You are incorrigible.”

“I should hope so,” she said as she unlocked the door to her Explorer. “I’m pregnant, not dead. Besides, they were probably looking at you. I just needed a little ego boost.”

Danica shook her head. “Yeah, right. When do you want to go out?”

Kaylie climbed into the driver’s seat. “The sooner the better. I need to figure out my life before the baby comes.”

Danica twisted her keys in her hands. “You don’t really worry about your looks, do you?”

She saw the concern in Danica’s eyes, and Kaylie knew that if she told her the truth—Only every second of every day, and when I add the guilt about not seeing Mom and my careening career, well, sometimes I just want to pitch a fit—that she’d get one of Danica’s lectures about having pride in herself for more than just her looks. Better to keep her worry to herself. “Nah, I was just making small talk. Let me know what night works for everyone. Even tonight is fine.”

Kaylie stopped in the Village on her way home to buy a few items for the baby’s room. By the time she headed home, she was already in better spirits.


Chapter Three


Chaz sat in his home office with his back to the picture window that overlooked the west side of their property. The telephone receiver was pressed to his ear.

“We can’t lose her. She’s the biggest sponsor of the festival,” Chaz said to Max Armstrong, the sponsor coordinator for the film festival. She knew just how important sponsors were for the annual event, and that Chaz would bend over backward to make sure the festival—which his father had created from nothing more than an idea and a movie screen hanging on the back of City Hall, and which Chaz had grown to almost thirty thousand attendees—was a success. Chaz owned a third of the business. His father had had two partners who split the remaining two-thirds ownership, but they remained uninvolved with day-to-day operations, which suited Chaz just fine.

The festival took place over a two-day period, claiming five theaters, several food venues, and too many vendors to count. In the early years, the festival had just scraped by, with every penny accounted for; but in recent years, they’d had enough returning sponsors to more than cover their expenses. Losing Lea Carmichael, their largest sponsor, just weeks before the event, would send them into the red, and Chaz wasn’t sure they had enough time to find other sponsors.

When Max first told Chaz that Lea Carmichael had sponsored their festival again this year, his initial response had been to decline the sponsorship, no matter what it cost the festival. They’d shared a couple of days of hot and heavy sex during the festival two years ago, which she’d tried to turn into something more. Old flames and new fiancées don’t blend well. But in the past three weeks, they’d lost three major sponsors to the Little Rock Film Festival—The next big thing, or so everyone thought.

He thought briefly about his trust fund, sitting idly by, untouched. He wouldn’t go there. He couldn’t go there. His mind flashed to Kaylie, and he reminded himself that as far as she was concerned, the trust fund didn’t exist. But then again, neither does Lea. Chaz was ashamed of his tryst with Lea. It was the only time he’d cast his traditional beliefs aside and allowed himself to spend more time in bed with a woman than he’d spent manning his responsibilities. He’d seen the way Max had looked at him that weekend, like her respect for him had come down a notch, and he’d seen it in his own eyes in the weeks afterward. He hadn’t told Kaylie about her so that she wouldn’t worry about him every year at the festival, but he’d also been sheltering his ego, and his guilt, over letting his father’s memory down. It didn’t matter if Kaylie had been promiscuous before meeting Chaz. He only evaluated himself against his higher than average standards, and the bar had been made clear by his father when Chaz was young. Telling Kaylie would mean accepting his own guilt about disappointing his father, and that was not something Chaz was eager to do.

“Listen, Max, what does she want? We can’t afford to lose her funding.”

“I don’t know, Chaz. You know her. She’s off-putting and bitchy, and she doesn’t give up what she really wants. She hints and…and teases.” Max sighed, frustrated.

“I know. Lea Carmichael gets what Lea Carmichael wants, but only after ample torturing of her prey. What have you offered her?” Chaz knew from experience that bargaining with Lea was like jumping into a lion’s den. He wished he’d never gotten involved with her. But she’d been so damned aggressive—and worth every sinfully sexy second in bed. The way she teased him with her gorgeous chocolate eyes had lulled him right in—that, and the tequila. They’d been a fast-and-furious item during the event that year, but in the span of two short days, she’d tried to take over his life, determining how he do business with other sponsors and planning his move to LA, because she was too entrenched with the elite to give up her station in life. As if his career were indispensable. Even the thought of her made him sick—but they needed the sponsorship, and Chaz wasn’t one to back down from a challenge.

“Everything. She’s got fifty passes, mentions in the preevent ceremonies, mentions in the after-parties, and all the regular stuff—a booth, top billing on the print media. I don’t know what else to give her.”

Chaz ran his hand through his hair. He had an idea of what she wanted, and it wasn’t something he was inclined to give. “I’ll go see her. I’m going to LA next week anyway for the meeting with the technical team. What’s another few hours?”

“Chaz.”

He heard the warning in her voice. “Look, are there other sponsors we can tap into?”

“Not really. I’m scraping the bottom of the barrel.”

“Then I can deal with it, Max.”

“It’s been getting worse each year. You need to tell her that you’re not going to fall back into the sack with her, and let her sponsorship go. And, by the way, while you ponder your very tenuous situation, remember Kaylie? That sweet, beautiful woman you’re engaged to? You know, the pregnant one? How will she feel about you traipsing off to woo Lea into submission, especially after your history?”

Her words cut Chaz to the core. Lea was a strong woman, with manipulation skills that rivaled the most noteworthy criminals, not to mention those Carmichael legs that weakened even the strongest of men. After he’d ended their brief affair, she’d pleaded with him to come back to her with sexy emails and cell phone photos that even Chaz felt dirty looking at. He needed a shower just thinking of them. When her first attempt didn’t work, she’d spent the next few weeks lashing out with venom so spiteful he knew he’d dodged a bullet.

He hadn’t been looking for a relationship then—and Lea was a man-eating snake of the most dangerous kind, one he had no intention of wrestling with for the rest of his life. And then he’d met Kaylie, and he knew the moment he’d met her that she was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. She was everything Lea was not. Kaylie was sexy in an adorable, wholesome way. She was smart, and kind, and the last thing she wanted was to control him. Kaylie had her own life—and she’d been quite the player when they’d met. Chaz could tell, even then, that Kaylie’s issues with commitment stemmed from her father’s leaving. It became clear early on how perfect he and Kaylie were for each other. His own father had pulled the same shit, and while Chaz had initially handled things very much like Kaylie had, he’d confronted his father early on and learned about his world of living with his cold-hearted mother. The very mother whom Chaz had been protecting. And now that his father had passed, he was glad he’d made amends.

Kaylie was like a hard-boiled egg. She was tough on the outside, rolling away before she could fall off the table and crack, exposing her vulnerable heart. He wanted nothing more than to love her, and help her peel away that rough layer, so that he could nurture the sensitive, caring woman he had still only caught glimpses of.

He was secure in his relationship with Kaylie. All he had to do was convince Lea to back off, while somehow keeping her sponsorship.

“Make the arrangements. I’ll go.” Chaz hung up the phone and wondered what the hell he’d gotten himself into.


Chapter Four


After lunch with Kaylie and her mother, Danica stopped by AcroSki to see Blake. The store was busy, and she found Alyssa Brown restocking the shelves of sunscreen. Alyssa had been a lifesaver for Blake after his friend and business partner, Dave, had died in a skiing accident. She’d worked for them part time for two years and, after the accident, she’d increased her hours to full time, taking over much of the administrative work that Dave had taken care of.

Alyssa called to her as she lined up bottles on the shelf. “Hey, Danica. Blake’s in the office.” Alyssa set two bottles down and then said, “Michelle just stopped by. She’s in the back looking at shorts.”

Danica had been Michelle Parce’s Big Sister through the Big Sister Program for much of the previous year while Michelle’s mother was in rehab and Michelle was living with her grandmother Nola. Now that Michelle was living with her mother again, they no longer had scheduled time together through the program, but Michelle worked part time at No Limitz, so they remained close. Recently, Alyssa had taken Michelle under her wing and for that Danica would always be grateful. Michelle needed someone to look up to who was closer to her own age.

“I’ll go say hello.”

Danica found Michelle fingering through a rack of shorts that were shorter than anything she ever would have had the confidence to wear when Danica first met her. She was glad to see the changes in Michelle’s sense of self.

“Hey there, sweetie,” Danica said.

“Danica!” Michelle hugged her. “Are you here to see Blake?”

“Yeah. Shopping?”

Michelle shrugged. “I really just came to hang out with Alyssa, but they’re so busy that I didn’t want to bug her.”

Alyssa was a good influence on Michelle, and at twenty-two, she was past the teenage angst that Michelle was thoroughly entrenched in.

“I’m sure it’ll slow down soon. Do you need a ride anywhere?” Danica asked.

“No, I’m good. I’m just gonna hang out here for a while.”

“Okay. I gotta catch up with Blake and then head back to the center.” She affectionately touched Michelle’s arm before heading back to find Blake.

As Danica neared his office, memories of Blake’s quickies in the store bathroom came rushing back, giving her a moment’s hesitation. She and Blake had been dating for months, and she’d finally learned to leave her therapist thought process behind and allow herself to be happy without scrutinizing the motivation behind Blake’s every word. It had been a struggle, pushing away the whys and hows of it all, but she was proud of herself for making the transition. Blake had made it easy. He’d been honest with her about his history of sordid, player ways; and though she didn’t have the same trail of conquests as he did, everyone had a past. So they agreed to leave it all behind. She took a moment now to remind herself that she, too, had a past.

As she reached for the knob, the door swung open, and Blake stepped out. “Hey, babe. I didn’t know you were here.”

His two-day stubble and thick dark hair still had a knee-weakening effect on her. She flushed, feeling like a teenager in heat. He leaned in to kiss her, pushing her gently back against the door as his tongue taunted and teased in ways that made her head spin. When he withdrew his lips from hers, she swallowed hard, embarrassed by the way her body instantly responded to him.

“It’s good to see you’re not sick of my kisses yet,” Blake joked.

“I’m not sure I could ever get sick of your kisses.”

“Good. Then move in with me.” The yellow in Blake’s eyes shimmered against the green. He’d been after Danica for the past two months to move in with him, but although she was crazy, sickeningly in love with him, something held her back. She wasn’t quite ready to give up all that she’d accomplished just yet—and owning her own condo offered a modicum of security.

“Oh.” She pushed her lower lip out. “Don’t ruin a great kiss with that pressure, please?”

He turned to walk away and she grabbed the back of his belt. “Oh no, you don’t. Come back here.”

He smiled and moved in close. “You want more?” He planted gentle kisses on her cheeks.

“I need to talk to you.” She was distracted by his kisses. Every nerve in her body called out for him. She spotted Alyssa heading over, and she pushed him gently away. “About Kaylie.”

“Is she okay?”

“Yeah, she’s okay. She’s just not herself. She’s…” Danica searched for the right word. “Unhappy.”

“Chaz? What did he do? I really like Chaz, but if you want me to go have a talk with him, I will.” Blake stood up tall, and Danica loved how he’d come to her sister’s defense in a heartbeat.

“No, it’s nothing like that. She just feels fat and unattractive. She’s not getting any singing gigs, and I think she just needs some attention. I’m hoping the baby shower will settle her nerves, but since that’s two weeks away, I was thinking of planning a girls’ night out, maybe have all the girls crash at my place.” I hope that’s all she needs. “Would you mind taking Chaz out that night? Maybe for some guy time? Just to make sure things are okay on his end?”

Blake shrugged. “Sure. But you know how he’s crazy busy this time of year, getting ready for the festival. The guy’s never without a phone to his ear.”

That was probably another thing that was feeding into Kaylie’s insecurities. She wasn’t getting enough attention, and a princess like Kaylie was used to being the center of attention. Danica had another idea. “Maybe I should have her sing at the center’s teen night?” Her eyes lit up. “Hey, that might make all the difference in the world.” She stepped up on her tiptoes and kissed him on the lips. “Thank you! You’ll set it up with Chaz?” Danica didn’t wait for Blake’s answer. She was already heading for the exit. She had a lot of rearranging to do if Kaylie was going to sing at the event. It would be the perfect setting—an informal teen dance, with no alcohol involved, and outside, giving everyone space to gather without feeling crammed. She’d have to think about it a little more, see if Kaylie was really up to it.

Blake called out to her, “Love you, too.”

She turned back and blew him a kiss.

[image: * * *]

By the time Danica got home that evening, she was exhausted. She’d laid out the plans for the event, and in the end, decided to wait to invite Kaylie to sing. She wanted to be sure that it wouldn’t end up overwhelming her. Her sister’s moods were a bit tenuous with all those raging pregnancy hormones.

She spent so many nights at Blake’s place that when she opened the door to her condo, she felt the lack of her lover’s presence like a missing limb. She dropped her purse by the front door and went to the refrigerator to see if she should throw away any food that had gone bad in the last few days. Besides a few pieces of fruit, a head of wilted lettuce, a few yogurts, and a number of condiments, there wasn’t much in there. Why did I even bother to come home tonight? She’d thought she should check on her place, for no other reason than it had been a while since she’d stayed there. Now it seemed almost silly.

She dug her phone out of her purse to call Blake, then had an idea and put the phone away. She knew one surefire way to take her mind off both Kaylie and the No Limitz event. There’s nothing like a little spontaneity. Danica took the stairs two at a time to her bedroom. Her heart thundered in her chest at the thought of what she was about to do. As she dug through her drawers, looking for the laciest panties and cami she owned, she realized how Blake had brought out the deliciously naughty side of her—and she liked it.

She took a warm shower, carefully shaved her legs and manicured her other private regions, and then took extra care drying her dark mop of unruly curls. She put on makeup, heavily layered on her eyes to create a seductive look, which she didn’t quite pull off. I look like I have raccoon eyes. She wiped off some of the eyeliner and when she was satisfied with her sultry look, she removed the towel that was wrapped around her. She put scented lotion all over her body, from her fingers all the way down to her toes.

She put on her panties and cami, found her fuck-me heels, and then carried them downstairs. She was glad she’d gone on the pill, because she was in the mood to seduce her man, and the last thing she wanted was to have to pause for him to put on a condom. If she had her way tonight, he wouldn’t be able to think straight.

She pulled on her thigh-length black coat, tied the belt around her waist, and then slipped into her heels. She took one last look in the mirror and thought she looked pretty damned good.

It didn’t occur to her that she didn’t really know how to seduce Blake until he couldn’t think straight until she was already at his condo.

Guess I’m winging it.

She hadn’t called to tell him she was coming. She let herself in and found him fast asleep in the bedroom wearing nothing but a pair of Levis. Poor thing. He’d been working so hard.

Danica stood dumbfounded for a moment. She was wearing a jacket. It was part of the whole sexy getup. How could she climb on top and tease him if she was wearing a jacket? But if she took
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