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      Say hello to the Curvy Vigilantes, a group of plus-size women who protect their city. They have no training, but they don’t need it. All they need is the desire to right wrongs and to protect the ones they love… and maybe some help from the men strong (and smart) enough to fall for these kick-ass curvy women.
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      To every woman who has ever doubted her own strength… you can do anything and you are powerful beyond your imagination.

      Never give up.
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      Stacey Allen was not at a funeral so she could avoid her husband.

      She nudged her sunglasses up her nose and ground her teeth together. Her focus never strayed from the wooden box as it disappeared around the edge of the dirt. Not many people remained. It wasn’t often that people stayed to see a casket lowered into the ground. Even less common when the woman inside the casket was a ghost for the last five months.

      Stacey wasn’t there because they were friends. She was there out of obligation. Holly was a client of Stacey’s. They talked every day for a month, then weekly for another three months. Stacey recommended Holly go back to her life. She thought the woman was healthy. She thought she was safe.

      Stacey was dead wrong. And now Holly was dead.

      Stacey blamed herself for Holly’s death. She wasn’t the one who dragged Holly from her car and stabbed her, but Stacey was the one who told Holly she would be okay.

      “We’re heading out,” Captain Patrick said quietly.

      Stacey nodded. “Thank you. I won’t be long.”

      Captain Patrick nodded and offered her a sympathetic smile. Stacey’s boss and friend, Frannie, hugged Stacey, then looped her arm through the captain’s. They walked together, past the rows of stones on the hill.

      Stacey tried to hold back her tears, but she was losing the battle. She was angry. Not just at herself for thinking Holly would be safe when she left the shelter and tried to live her life again, and not just at Holly’s husband who was the one and only suspect as far as Stacey was concerned, even though he hadn’t been charged. No, Stacey was mad at her own husband.

      Wray Allen. The man Stacey fell in love with a lifetime ago. The man she planned to spend her life with. He was a good man, at least, she thought he was. But for the last six months, Stacey couldn’t see that version of her husband. The only one she saw was the one who gambled away almost everything they had and nearly bankrupted them. The man who put his problems, his addiction, above the safety of his wife and sons.

      One woman was dead because of the sins of her husband. Stacey told her patients they deserved better, but she never took the advice herself. She’d spent years counseling abuse victims that it wasn’t their fault and that they didn’t need the men who hurt them the way the men convinced them they did. Stacey empowered women to stand on their own and make a new life for themselves.

      Instead of listening to her own words, Stacey was letting her past dictate her present. Her parents’ divorce ruined her childhood. She hated them for not trying to save their marriage. Stacey wouldn’t do the same thing to her sons. She needed to try. But trying wasn’t getting them anywhere. Something had to change, and she knew what it was.

      Stacey had been sitting on the sidelines of her own life, afraid to make the leap and tell her husband it was over. Maybe it was time.

      “We should get home,” a man’s voice said from not far away.

      Stacey looked up, and her stomach turned. She’d never known hate so strong as she felt in that moment. It tore her heart out and flipped her insides and made her want to do something she knew she couldn’t do. It made her want revenge.

      Oscar Hyatt stared at Stacey, a triumphant look of pleasure curling his lips up. His arm was draped over the shoulders of his daughter, Vera, as Vera stared at the hole in the ground where her mother’s body would stay.

      Stacey wanted to rip Vera from her father’s arms. She was a teenager, barely old enough to know her own mind, and she was under the care of a monster. A man who not only abused Holly, but who Stacey was completely convinced also killed her.

      Except he had an alibi and was not a suspect.

      “I just want to stay a little longer,” Vera said. She sniffed and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

      Stacey knew Vera. They’d spoken regularly when Vera lived in Shelter from the Storm with her mother. Stacey counseled both of them to help them through the situation they were in. Vera hadn’t been a victim of her father’s, but she knew what he did to her mother. But Oscar doted on Vera. Manipulated her to love him.

      Vera leaned against her father’s side, and Oscar hugged her tighter, his hand rubbing her shoulder for comfort. The entire time, he smirked at Stacey. He knew exactly who she was, and she knew he was guilty, but they both knew there was nothing Stacey could do about it.

      “Vera,” Stacey said softly, ignoring the cancer around the girl.

      “Stacey!” Vera rushed over to her, throwing her arms around Stacey’s neck and burrowing in. She sobbed against Stacey’s shoulder. “Why did this happen?”

      Stacey glared at Oscar. “I wish I could tell you that, honey. Your mom was a beautiful person, inside and out, and some ugly, evil person stole her from all of us.”

      Oscar flinched ever so slightly when Stacey called him ugly and evil. He quickly schooled his expression and sneered. It wasn’t a confession, but it was enough for Stacey to know for sure he was guilty. Too bad she couldn’t go to the cops with a guilty look.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do without her.”

      “I know, sweetheart. Where are you staying?”

      “With my dad. He didn’t do this, Stacey. It wasn’t him. And he would never hurt me.”

      Stacey brushed Vera’s blonde hair back from her face and smiled at the trustworthy child. Vera was fourteen. Barely old enough to know her own mind, let alone understand how disgusting some of the world was. Holly was a miracle-worker to have kept her daughter so hidden from the horrors of their home, not to mention the rest of the evils of the world. Especially when that evil lived under the same roof.

      “You know you can always come see me. And you can always call me. I’m always going to be here for you.”

      Vera nodded. “I know. Thanks, Stacey.”

      “Vera, we need to go,” Oscar demanded.

      Vera looked over at him and saw the scowl on his face. She ducked her head, then said a quick goodbye to Stacey before rushing back to her father’s side.

      Oscar smirked at Stacey, then guided Vera to the waiting car.

      Stacey stared after them, watching the way he touched his daughter. He wasn’t inappropriate, which both relieved and bothered Stacey. If he grabbed Vera’s arm or did anything that made it look like he hurt the girl, Stacey would have the power to remove Vera from his care. But Oscar did nothing.

      Stacey waited until they got in the car and drove away. She turned back to the grave and stared at the simple box that held Holly. Stacey closed her eyes and promised Holly that she would find proof that Oscar killed her and get Vera away from him.

      She just hoped she could keep the promise.
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        * * *

      

      Wray Allen tackled his older son, Joey, and tickled him until he squealed. Evan, his baby, jumped on Wray and dug his chubby fingers into Wray’s side, laughing the whole time like he was the one being tickled.

      Wray pretended Evan’s uncoordinated fingers were the funniest things in the world and laughed loudly. Joey jumped in and joined his little brother, both of them jabbing their fingers into the soft tissue on Wray’s neck and sides. It wouldn’t be long before those little fingers would hurt more than tickle, but Wray wasn’t going to think about that. He was going to enjoy the time he had with his sons and hope he could fix things with his wife so he didn’t miss out on more than he already had.

      A car door slammed outside, and both boys jumped up.

      “Mommy’s home!” Joey shouted as he ran for the door.

      “Wait,” Wray commanded his six-year-old in the dad voice he didn’t break out often. Joey had started opening the door when he felt like it and answering the door without a parent. It didn’t matter how many times they told him to wait, he never did. It was bad enough that Wray installed a video doorbell so they would always know if Joey left the house.

      Joey stopped and gave Wray an annoyed look that nearly made him laugh. He held it together and cocked an eyebrow at his oldest.

      “You know you’re not supposed to open the door without a parent.”

      “But it’s Mommy. She’s a parent.”

      Wray tried to figure out how to talk around that logic and was grateful when Stacey let herself into the house before he had to come up with something.

      Evan threw himself at Stacey, wrapping his arms around her legs so she couldn’t get inside far enough to close the door. “Hi, Evs. Did you have fun with Daddy?”

      “We tickled,” Evan said in his three-year-old blabber. He’d grown a lot in the last six months. He was still a baby, but going from two to three and starting preschool were big changes. So big that Wray dreaded how much more he’d miss. His guess was, the way his wife avoided his gaze, his time on the couch was coming to an end.

      Wray fell in love with Stacey the night they met. He was playing cards at a game a friend organized in college. Stacey walked in and he felt an odd buzz of energy, like a piece of his he hadn’t known was missing was finally back. Her pull was magnetic, and Wray couldn’t have resisted it if he tried. But he didn’t want to. He wanted to know her, and as the night wore on and she indulged his claim that she was his good luck charm, Wray knew he’d never be able to walk away from her.

      After the game, Wray talked her into breakfast at a local diner, paid for with his winnings, then convinced her to let him take her to dinner that night. From then on, they were together.

      In the decade since, Wray had learned everything about his wife. Normally it was a blessing to know someone so well, but when the words she held back were bad, it was a curse. A curse to know his time at home was short-lived.

      “Did you guys eat a snack?” Stacey asked the boys when she finally got Evan off her leg and closed the door.

      “Yep. Daddy made us cheese and crackers,” Joey said.

      “Okay, good. Give me a few minutes to change and then we can talk about dinner,” Stacey said. She made a move toward the stairs. Her black dress, black boots, and black purse would have looked a little dramatic at the party they were going to, but the mention of dinner told Wray she forgot.

      “Emily will be here at five. Do you want to wait to figure out dinner until she gets here?” Wray asked. It was a gentle reminder they wouldn’t be home to eat. A way for him to tell her they had plans without making her feel bad for forgetting. At least, he hoped.

      Stacey hung her head. Her shoulders slumped. She looked like she might collapse right there on the stairs. “Taylor’s party. I forgot.”

      Wray didn’t reply. There was nothing he could say that would not piss her off, so staying silent felt like the right move.

      “Let me change into something less formal. Yeah, we’ll talk to Emily about dinner.”

      Wray nodded even though Stacey wasn’t looking at him. Evan made a move to follow Stacey up the stairs, but Wray scooped him up and rolled him up onto his shoulders, tickling his exposed belly and making Evan squeal with laughter.

      Stacey trudged up the stairs without looking back.

      Wray set Evan on the floor and smiled at the wide grin on his son’s face. Both boys were blissfully unaware of the tension between Stacey and Wray. One of the good things about them being so young when their parents’ marriage was faltering. Wray hated it, but he was the one to blame. If it hadn’t been for him getting sucked into an illegal gambling ring and nearly losing everything, he wouldn’t be sleeping on the couch.

      While Stacey was changing, Wray and the boys cleaned up the living room. Joey insisted on helping pull out the takeout menus to show Emily when she arrived. He told Wray Emily really liked pizza and made sure that menu was on the top.

      Wray smiled to himself. His son had his first crush on his babysitter. Stacey would think it was adorable.

      The doorbell rang before Stacey came downstairs. Wray let Emily in and thanked her for coming. Emily lived a few houses down from them and was a regular babysitter for the boys. She was fun and kind, but also responsible and considerate. She was always their first choice for babysitters.

      Stacey hurried downstairs while Wray was talking to Emily. Stacey’s eyes were red and puffy. She was still avoiding Wray’s gaze. Tension coiled tighter and tighter inside him. He was running out of time.

      Wray hurried upstairs and changed, then said goodbye to the boys and Emily and followed Stacey outside to his truck.

      Their drive to Taylor’s was quiet. Wray tried to think of what to say to her, but nothing ever felt right.

      They turned onto Taylor’s street, and Stacey finally said, “We need to talk.”

      “Now? When we’re about to pull into the driveway?”

      She looked through the windshield like she hadn’t realized where they were and shook her head. “No. Not now. Soon.”

      “Okay,” Wray said. His time in front of the firing squad would be here soon. Dammit.
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        * * *

      

      Stacey was happy to be home. Not that she didn’t love Taylor, but Taylor was convinced she could save Stacey and Wray’s marriage. Stacey appreciated her friend’s positivity, but Stacey wasn’t so sure. The biggest sticking point for her was her sons, which was why she wanted to talk to Wray about making a change to their situation. She didn’t know what, but him sleeping on the couch wasn’t working. They didn’t talk. They didn’t touch. They didn’t do anything. They were strangers under the same roof, pretending to be married and in love for the rest of the world.

      Stacey knew living a lie was not the way to go through life.

      She was so sure after Holly’s funeral that ending things was the only option left, but every time she saw her husband, the idea wasn’t so solid. She couldn’t imagine her life without him, even if a life with him wasn’t much of a life.

      Wray parked the truck in the driveway and got out without a word. He hadn’t tried talking to her lately. At first, he apologized at least once a day, but it had been months since he said he was sorry and weeks since he initiated a conversation about anything.

      Wray unlocked the front door and stepped back to let Stacey go through first. Even if he wasn’t speaking to her, he was still the man she loved. That man was buried deep inside, but little things like that gave Stacey a glimmer of hope that if she could get past the hurt, maybe they could find their way back to each other.

      Stacey unzipped her boots and set them on the rack, then hung her purse on the hook by the door. The house was quiet, telling her the boys were asleep. The TV flickered in the living room where Emily usually settled after the boys fell asleep.

      Stacey walked into the living room and stopped. Instead of stretched out on the couch like normal, Emily was curled up in the lounge chair, her neck at an awkward angle. She didn’t look comfortable at all.

      “Why is she in the chair?” Wray asked.

      Stacey shook her head and walked over to Emily. She was close to Vera’s age, but the differences between the two girls’ situations were shocking. Stacey wished Vera could have the stable life Emily had.

      Stacey put her hand on Emily’s shoulder and gently shook her, calling her name. “Emily. We’re home. Wake up.”

      Emily stretched and blinked her eyes open. “Hey.” She rolled her neck and winced, rubbing the kink.

      “Why aren’t you on the couch? That would have been more comfortable.”

      Emily shrugged. “Joey wouldn’t let me sit there.”

      “What? Why not?”

      Emily nibbled her lip. Her gaze flickered between Stacey and Wray, then settled on her hands. “He said it was his daddy’s bed, and I wasn’t allowed to sleep there or sit there.”

      “He… What?” Stacey gasped. She thought they were hiding Wray sleeping on the couch from the boys. She thought they had no idea.

      “Why don’t I walk you home?” Wray suggested to the silent room. It was their normal. Stacey checked on the boys and Wray walked Emily home and paid her. But nothing felt normal with that bombshell.

      “Um, yeah. Thanks,” Emily said. She uncurled herself from the chair and gave Stacey a red-cheeked smile, then ducked her head and grabbed her shoes.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” Wray said, although Stacey thought it was more for Emily’s benefit than hers.

      “Okay.”

      The door closed behind them, and Stacey sank to the chair. Joey knew. And if Joey knew, then fixing things before the kids found out anything wasn’t an option. He already knew.

      After a minute, Stacey forced herself to get up. She didn’t want to be sitting there when Wray got home. She wanted to be upstairs, in her room, hidden from her husband.

      She checked in on the boys and kissed both their cheeks. She hurried to her room and changed into pajamas. She flushed the toilet just as the camera at the front door alerted her to Wray’s return. Stacey rushed to bed and jumped under the covers, turning away from the door and pretending to be asleep.

      Wray came in a few minutes later. He called her name quietly, but she didn’t move. He sighed heavily, then opened and closed a drawer before closing himself in the bathroom. Stacey didn’t move until after he was out of the bathroom and his soft footsteps padded down the stairs.

      She’d decide what to do tomorrow.
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      Stacey woke up the next morning with no more answers than she had the night before. Shielding her kids from what was going on between her and Wray was always her top priority, but if they knew, was she really doing the best thing for them?

      She asked herself the same question as she made her way downstairs. The living room looked the same as it always did. No sign of Wray having slept on the couch. The house was quiet, the boys still sleeping, which left Stacey wondering where Wray was.

      His sneakers were gone, but his truck was still parked in the driveway. She walked through the downstairs, finding a full pot of coffee and no other sign Wray had been up.

      The thump of feet hitting the floor above her head sent Stacey into mommy mode. She listened for the footsteps to lead to the bathroom, then the toilet flushed and the footsteps moved toward the stairs. A minute later, Joey shuffled into the kitchen.

      “Good morning,” Stacey said. She hugged him as he sat at the table.

      “Morning.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      He shrugged. He wasn’t a morning person and usually took a little while to wake up enough to eat or talk.

      “Want to watch TV for a few minutes?”

      “Is Daddy gone?”

      “I think he went out for a run. I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

      “But you don’t know?”

      “His truck is here. Daddy runs a lot.”

      Joey grumbled something and padded back to the living room.

      Stacey leaned against the table and tried to make sense of what was happening with her family. She stayed with Wray to keep her family together, but the tension between them was still hurting everyone.

      Evan was up not long after Joey and joined his brother in front of the TV. Stacey fixed herself a cup of coffee and sat down just as Wray came in the front door, dripping with sweat.

      “Morning, everyone,” Wray said, smiling at the boys and avoiding Stacey’s gaze.

      “Hi, Daddy!” the boys said immediately. They jumped up but stopped when they got a few feet away from him. “Ew. You’re stinky.”

      Wray lifted his arms above his head and stomped toward them. “I’m going to make you stinky.”

      “Ew! No! Gross!” Evan screamed. He ran back to the couch and hid under a throw pillow.

      Joey laughed and backed up, keeping his distance, too.

      Wray stopped before he stepped onto the carpet. “I’m going to run up and shower. Then how about we go play outside, boys? Let Mommy have some time to herself this morning.”

      “Yeah!” they shouted.

      “All right. I’ll be back soon. Think about what you want to do. Braden might come over, too.”

      The boys cheered. Wray took the steps two at a time. A minute later, the shower turned on.

      “Do you boys want breakfast before you go outside?” Stacey asked them.

      “Pancakes!” Joey shouted.

      “Yeah, pancakes,” Evan agreed.

      Stacey sighed. Guess she was making pancakes. And had time to herself to figure out what she wanted to do about her marriage.
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        * * *

      

      Wray stared at the back of the house and wondered what Stacey was doing inside. He wanted to talk to her, but he knew she wasn’t open to talking. Not after what Emily told them the night before.

      Wray failed all of them. He wanted to fix it, but no matter what he tried, he kept making things worse.

      “You all right?” Braden asked.

      Wray shrugged and pulled his attention from the house to the backyard. The boys were chasing each other, screaming and laughing. Braden was standing next to Wray and watching with him.

      “I’ve been better.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Just waiting for my wife to tell me she’s done trying.”

      “You think she’s going to?”

      Wray didn’t want to say the words out loud. He didn’t want to believe it could be true, but it was hard to imagine any alternative. It was even harder to admit it.

      “I don’t know. Maybe just being paranoid.”

      “Yeah, probably. She seemed fine when I got here.”

      Wray nodded, but he knew that was only because Stacey didn’t like airing their dirty laundry. She believed family stuff should stay in the family. Her parents’ divorce became a spectacle for the entire town when she was a kid, and she always said no one else needed to know that much about what goes on inside a family.

      Joey ran over and plowed straight into Braden, looking up at him with a smile. “Are you going to play?”

      Braden snarled back and started chasing him around like a wild animal out for a hunt.

      Joey and Evan screamed and ran from Braden. Evan ran for Wray and hid behind his legs when Braden turned his way. “Help, Daddy.”

      “Daddy? There’s no Daddy here,” Wray said, turning to attack his youngest.

      Evan squealed and took off. Wray chased him, the four of them laughing and running around the yard.

      After that game, they climbed in and out of the playhouse, then the boys drew pictures on the patio with chalk. The afternoon went quickly, and before he knew it, Stacey was calling the four of them in for dinner.

      “Are you staying, Braden? We have plenty,” she asked with a welcoming smile.

      “Yeah, that would be great. Thanks, Stace.”

      She nodded and pressed her lips into a smile that never met her eyes. Wray watched her, seeing the tension in her shoulders and the strain on her face. She didn’t meet his gaze.

      Wray helped the boys get plates of food and carried them to the table. Braden went after them. Wray turned to get his own plate and found Stacey smiling at something Braden said. Wray walked over and picked up the last plate, taking his place in their short line behind Stacey.

      She looked up at him like she didn’t expect to see him there. She pulled her gaze away, then set her plate back down and mumbled something about forgetting to do something and left the kitchen.

      Braden looked at Wray, but all he could do was shrug. Any time he was close to her, she bolted. He’d almost gotten used to it.

      The five of them ate dinner with the boys carrying the bulk of the conversation. Stacey barely said a word. She stared at her plate and ate her food, then shooed them all out of the kitchen so she could clean up.

      Wray hated the distance between them. With the boys occupied for a minute and Braden there to keep them distracted, Wray went back to the kitchen to offer to help clean up.

      Stacey was at the sink scrubbing the pan she cooked dinner in.

      “Can I do anything?” Wray asked.

      She jumped, dropping the pan in the sink and splashing soapy water all over herself and the counter. She turned to glare at him and shook her head. “No. You’ve done enough, Wray.”

      “Stacey…”

      “No, Wray. I am not going to talk about this now. Not when Braden is in the house and the boys are in the next room,” she hissed.

      Wray nodded slowly. All he wanted to do was be there for his wife. To show her he was sorry. She clearly had different plans.
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        * * *

      

      Stacey glared at her husband’s sleeping form. After the restless    night of sleep she had it pissed her off to see him sleeping soundly. She wanted to kick the couch and wake him up. To dump a bucket of ice water on him. To—

      “Just say it, Stace,” he said, his voice thick with regret and acceptance.

      She should have known he was awake. The man was a constant surprise. Like when he gambled away their entire savings account, nearly lost their house, and almost got himself killed in the process.

      Not all surprises were the good kind.

      “We need to talk.” The words scratched out of her throat like glass shards, taking pieces of her with each word. She hated that she had to be the one to say it. That she had to be the bad guy. But he was forcing her into it.

      He opened his eyes and avoided her gaze. He wasn’t the man she once knew. The man she thought she knew. He’d changed. He was broken, damaged, wounded. He was not the protector she fell in love with. Her husband was gone. The man in front of her was a shell.

      He sat up on the couch and faced the living room. The muscles of his back bunched and teased Stacey as she watched him. Her mouth still went dry at the sight of him, his shorts low on his hips. The smooth line of his spine was one she’d spent many nights licking. His shoulders had showcased wounds from her teeth. She loved him with every last fiber of her being, and she still wanted him, but the most important thing in the world, the thing that kept them together for almost a third of their lives, was gone.

      Trust.

      He stood and faced her, his bare chest capturing her attention. The dips and peaks of his upper body tantalized her. Shadows accentuated the efforts he took with his strength. He knew it was a weakness for her. He knew she always felt like she wasn’t a good fit for him. She was all plush curves to his angled lines. They didn’t match, but he said they did. She believed him. And when he lifted her over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold on their wedding night and carried her up and over the threshold and up the stairs to their bedroom where he spent the entire night worshipping her body, she couldn’t ever argue again.

      He grabbed the shirt he discarded after Stacey went upstairs the night before and pulled it over his head. He was doing it for her. Hiding the mouth-watering sight of his body so she could think straight and say what she needed to say.

      Even at the end, he was watching out for her.

      “I think you should move out.”

      He met her eyes for the first time that day. The pain and regret in his was almost enough for her to second guess her decision. She still loved him. She wanted to fix what had happened. But she had no idea how they could get back to before.

      Before he betrayed her.

      Before he betrayed his best friend.

      Before he betrayed himself.

      Finally, Wray nodded. “Okay. When do you want me gone?”

      Stacey wasn’t sure what to expect, but easy acceptance wasn’t it. “I don’t know. I didn’t really have a date in mind.”

      “Can you give me a few weeks? I need time to find a place.”

      “You’re going to get a new place?” she blurted.

      Wray looked up at her, anger and frustration in his gaze. “I’m not sure what else I would do. I figured that’s the best plan.”

      “Oh. Um, okay.” She wasn’t sure what to say. Or what she wanted. It hurt that he was willing to just accept her choice and move on. She wanted him to fight. She wanted him to push. She wanted him to want her the way she still wanted him.

      But he didn’t. He just accepted what she said. So, she had to do the same.

      “I’ll get the boys up. If you’re okay with handling their morning,” she said.

      “Yes. And I’ll get them to school today like we planned. We’ll figure out how we’re going to balance their schedules when I’m gone.”

      Stacey nodded. She stared at the couch again, wondering if she’d burn down the entire house if she set the couch on fire. All the good memories of when they bought it and christened it the first night were gone. She only saw her husband sleeping on it…because she couldn’t stand to let him in their bed.
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        * * *

      

      Wray watched Stacey walk away and had to fight himself to stop from begging her not to kick him out. He’d known it was coming, but he still hated it. When she found out the truth about his gambling, she was pissed. When she found out the full extent of it, how many times he’d lied and how much money he’d lost, she couldn’t even look at him.

      He couldn’t look at himself either.

      Wray hated himself for what he did to Stacey. And his best friend, Braden. And his kids and the rest of his family and friends. Not everyone knew the full story, but the few who did thought he was the lowest scum of the earth for it.

      They weren’t wrong.

      And that was why he couldn’t beg Stacey to change her mind. He’d been sleeping on the couch for six months. Six months since she admitted she couldn’t stand being in the same bedroom as him. Six months since she kicked him out of their bed. Six months since he held her.

      He didn’t deserve her. He should be in jail. He was lucky all he lost was her respect. He assumed she would have kicked him out immediately, but she didn’t. She tried to move past what happened, but she couldn’t. It was too big for her to forgive. He knew he’d lose her eventually.

      “Time’s up,” he muttered to himself as he folded up the blanket he used. He put it on the back of the couch like Stacey liked. He put his pillow in the ottoman and fluffed up the cushions so it was less obvious he’d made them his home.

      Not that he was fooling Joey.

      The boys came racing down the stairs, shouting for breakfast. Wray smiled. He wouldn’t have survived the last six months if it weren’t for his kids. They were everything to him, after Stacey. They were quick to forgive and forget, too.

      Wray helped Joey with his cereal, holding the end of the jug while his son poured the milk into the bowl. He wanted to be a big boy. Wray tried not to think about all the things he would miss. Mornings like that where they were being silly and childish and little boys.

      Stacey came into the kitchen dressed for work. She wore black pants that hugged her curves and a loose, blue blouse that floated around her then settled on her breasts. Before he messed up their lives, he would have wrapped his arms around her and nibbled on her neck and told her how beautiful she was. He always loved the way she looked in blue, how it brightened her eyes. But he couldn’t say things like that anymore. She was done with him.

      Stacey said goodbye to the boys and left with only a nod for Wray. For a long time, he worried their sons would notice that things had changed between them. Until two nights ago, when Emily told them Joey refused to let her on the couch, Wray thought the boys were oblivious. They didn’t notice much of anything if it didn’t have to do with them. But Joey knew. And both boys would know everything when Wray didn’t come home.

      Wray finished breakfast with the boys and hustled them upstairs. He helped both boys brush their teeth and had them in the truck and buckled into car seats on time. Stacey was not a fan of lateness, and Wray had learned not to deliver the kids late to school.

      Joey was the first drop off. Wray pulled up into the loop for his school, pausing to let a family walk through the line of cars. Wray stopped when it was his turn and made sure Joey was okay getting himself out of his seat.

      “Bye, Daddy. Love you!” Joey called as he pushed the door open, barely letting Wray stop the car before he was racing after his friends and running into school with them.

      Wray watched him until a horn behind him told him he needed to get moving. He checked his mirror and started moving.

      “I lub Miss Stephie,” Evan said on the way to his preschool.

      “I know, bud,” Wray said. “She’s pretty great.”

      “She give me cookie.”

      “Oh, really?” Wray was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to give the kids food that wasn’t parent approved.

      “Yeah. For hers bird-day.”

      “It was her birthday?” Wray clarified. Stacey had an ability to make sense of everything the kids said and anticipate what they needed. Wray never figured out the baby talk or the toddler ramblings.

      “That what I said.”

      “Oh, well, cool. Did you have a party for her at school?”

      “Yep. Today. We bringed ice cream.”

      “We did?” Wray asked. He didn’t remember Stacey mentioning ice cream, although he didn’t hear much after her telling him to move out. Maybe Evan was wrong. Stacey didn’t normally forget things. It was unlikely she would have forgotten this.

      “Yes. Mommy says so.”

      “Um, okay, then. If Mommy said so, then we brought ice cream.”

      Wray parked and opened the back door to get Evan out of his seat. He grabbed his backpack and happily trounced across the parking lot, only held back by the hand Wray held tightly to. He signed Evan in and walked down the hallway to his classroom, saying hello to the teachers and parents he recognized.

      “Good morning, Evan,” Miss Stephanie said when they reached her door. “How are you today?”

      “Good,” he said, hugging her around the middle. “It your bird-day.”

      “It is my birthday. Are you excited for our party?” Miss Stephanie asked. She gave Wray a friendly smile, then focused right back on Evan.

      “I am. Mommy said we bringed ice cream.”

      “Ooh, well, thank you. Your daddy can put it in the freezer down in the cafeteria.” She swung her eyes to his. “Do you know where that is?”

      “Um, yes, but I don’t have ice cream. Stacey and I must have gotten our wires crossed this morning. She didn’t mention it. I’ll have to bring it back.” Wray felt like a crappy father, but that was a feeling he was definitely getting used to.

      “You forget?” Evan said, his voice loud in the already loud hallway. “Why you forget? Mommy said!”

      “I’ll get it, buddy. She just forgot to tell me about it. Don’t worry. I’ll bring it back.”

      “But you forget!” Evan howled. He burst into tears and turned to Miss Stephanie. She put her hand on his back and patted it.

      “It’s okay, Evan. We have lots of treats for today.” Miss Stephanie gave Wray a look that was part apology and part dismissal. She couldn’t have been much older than twenty, and she still had him feeling like a chastised child.

      “I’ll go get it right now. I’ll be right back. It’ll be in the freezer when you have your party. I promise.” Wray had his keys out and was going to walk away when he realized he hadn’t said goodbye yet.

      “I love you, Evan. I’m sorry I forgot. I’ll fix it.”

      “You didn’t fix it with Mommy,” Evan said, pulling back from Miss Stephanie’s leg long enough to shoot Wray a glare that had him rocking back and wanting to run. Guess both boys knew.

      “I’ll fix everything, Evan. I promise.”

      Evan gave him a look that said he knew Wray was full of shit and went into the classroom. Wray was left standing there with Miss Stephanie, wondering how to explain what just happened.

      “Good morning, Alexis,” she said to another student. The look on her face was bright and cheery, and she slid Wray a glance that said she knew far too much.

      He simply nodded and walked away. It seemed everyone knew he sucked as a father and a husband and, in general, just a man.

      Maybe ice cream could fix one of those.
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      Stacey sat at her desk and tried to focus. Telling Wray to leave was harder than she thought it would be. She expected a fight, or a plea, or something. Instead, she got acceptance.

      She was trying for the same thing. She felt like she was the only one holding on to their marriage. Maybe if she accepted it was over, she could move on and not feel so horrible about it ending.

      It was hard to do, and for the first time, she understood how her clients felt. Stacey hadn’t been through what they went through, but it was harder than she ever thought it would be to let go of a dream she’d had for ten years. To say goodbye to a person she thought would be in her life forever. And to admit she was no better than her parents.

      She told her clients all the time that letting go was usually the hardest part of moving on with their lives. As a domestic abuse counselor, she worked with women looking to sever ties with their abuser permanently. Many were women who had gone back to an abusive husband or boyfriend more than once, but they decided they were ready to end things. Stacey was the one who helped them to do that.

      She loved her job, but there were definitely things she hated about it. Seeing the same women in her office again and again reminded her that abuse was a cycle. Women didn’t fall for abusive men. They fell for amazing men who were kind and caring and wonderful. Men who had excuses and explanations and accusations at the ready whenever they struck out. The ones who went back, went back because they trusted the first man, not the second. Some worked out, but most did not.

      “Are you ready?” Frannie asked with a quick knock on her door. Shelter in the Storm was Frannie’s brain child. She opened the doors six and a half years ago, and Stacey was grateful every day for the chance to help Frannie and the women who came for help.

      Stacey nodded to Frannie. Frannie stepped back and let Raina in, then closed the door so they could have privacy for their session.

      Raina was a repeat client. She was a strong, stunning woman who ended up with the wrong man. She went back to him after her first stay in the shelter because he convinced her he hadn’t meant to hurt her. Her second stay in the shelter started with a fractured orbital and three broken ribs. Raina vowed never to return to him.

      Stacey stood and welcomed Raina into her office. Raina was a petite, curvy woman with caramel brown hair that swayed a few inches past her shoulders. Her hazel eyes were kind and watchful, and her posture had changed in the few weeks she’d been at the shelter. She was confident and strong, and she was going to be fine on her own.

      “Hi, Raina. How are you?” Stacey asked. She hugged the other woman, a gesture that helped clients to acclimatize to positive physical contact.

      Raina returned the hug warmly and held on for an extra few seconds. “I’m great. I finally feel like I can stand on my own two feet. And I have you and Francesca to thank for that.”

      Stacey shook her head. “You did the hard work. We just helped you to see you could.”

      Raina drew a breath, her chest expanding as she accepted the words into herself like Stacey taught her. Her shoulders sagged with relief, and she nodded. She was ready for her new life.

      “Have you heard from Damon?” Stacey asked. Distance from the ex was always part of the plan, especially when he was a repeat offender.

      Raina shook her head. She picked at her unpainted nails. “I know he’s still looking for me, but he doesn’t have any way of getting in touch with me.”

      “What is your plan going forward? How are you going to stay away from him when you’re not here?”

      “I’m going to live with a friend. She’s been great to me through all of this. She is the only one I’ve been in touch with, and she knows everything. She doesn’t want me alone, so she offered to let me live with her.”

      “That sounds like a good plan. It’s always good to have people in your corner, especially people you trust and who will protect you.” Stacey thought of her own life. She knew Wray would protect her if she ever needed it, but trusting was a different story. A part of her felt like a hypocrite for telling her clients all these things and not living them in her own life. But it made her see she deserved better. Her husband wasn’t physically abusive, but he wasn’t a great husband to her either. Not over the last six months, or before.

      “Next time, see if your friend can come in here with you. I’d like to meet her and help her understand ways to help you. I also want her to know she can call me if either of you ever needs anything.”

      “Okay, sure. Karli probably won’t mind that.”

      “Good. Tell me what else is going on.”

      Raina launched into the rest of the session, and before they knew it, their hour was up. Stacey hugged Raina again and let herself believe she would be one of the success stories.

      She checked her phone for any missed calls or texts. She kept it on silent during sessions so she wasn’t interrupted. When she saw a missed call and three missed texts from Wray, her traitorous heart leaped.

      Stacey opened the text messages and scowled when she read them.

      
        
          
            
              
        I didn’t realize we were supposed to bring ice cream for Miss Stephanie’s birthday today. Evan is upset. Going home to check the freezer. Sorry I forgot.

      

      

      

      

      

      Stacey winced. She forgot to tell him about it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Found an unopened Neapolitan. I’m guessing this is it. I hope so. Sorry if I took the wrong thing.

      

      

      

      

      

      Stacey nodded to herself. He was correct. But she felt bad for making him go through an extra trip.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ice cream has been delivered. Hopefully Evan can forgive me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m sure he will. Sorry I didn’t mention it earlier. That was what I bought for today. Thanks for doing that.

      

      

      

      

      

      Stacey stared at her phone a minute longer. Wray didn’t reply to her text. It was irrational to want him to, but texting was the most communication they had lately.

      A knock on her door had Stacey tucking her phone away again. Frannie stuck her head in and glanced around. “Doing okay?”

      Stacey nodded. “Yeah. It was a good session.”

      Frannie opened the door and walked in, closing it behind her. She took the seat Raina vacated minutes earlier, settling her tall, plus-size figure into the comfortable chair. “Raina seems to be healing finally. I hate when it’s that bad. I wasn’t sure she was going to survive that first night.”

      Stacey nodded. She saw Raina the day after and she wasn’t sure how the woman had survived the night. “Thankfully, she did. And she’s doing well.”

      “Good. How are you doing?” The look in Frannie’s hazel eyes was one of kindness, not judgement, but Stacey felt the judgement, anyway. She knew what Frannie was really asking about.

      Stacey busied her hands by sorting through the stack of mail she’d been neglecting. Most of the time it was junk, so she never bothered to deal with it on a schedule. She couldn’t remember the last time she went through it.

      “I’m good,” Stacey lied. In the middle of the stack was a plain white envelope. There was no return address, but the stamp said it was mailed locally.

      “Are you sure?” Frannie asked, her tone telling Stacey she didn’t believe her for a second.

      Stacey pressed her lips into a smile and opened the envelope. She didn’t get a lot of mail, and definitely didn’t get many handwritten letters. She didn’t recognize the handwriting. She flipped the page over and gasped.

      “What? What is that?” Frannie was up out of her seat and rounding Stacey’s desk before she could answer.

      “It’s from Holly.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Stacey clapped a hand over her mouth and flipped back to the beginning to read Holly’s words.

      
        
        Dear Stacey,

        I’m sorry to be dropping this on you, but you and Francesca are the only ones I know I can trust. You two and my neighbor who’s sending this if something happens to me. Which means if you’re reading this, I was right. And now I’m dead.

        God, this is harder than I thought it would be. A part of me knew if I stayed with Oscar, he would kill me eventually, which was why I left. Living at Shelter in the Storm for so long made me stronger. It changed my life. I would have gone back to him if it weren’t for you and Francesca. And God knows what would have happened to Vera.

        If I’m dead, you have to prove that he did it. Not because I want him to go down for something he didn’t do, but because I know he’s following me. I don’t know how he found us, but he did. I saw him. He disappeared when I looked, but I know it was him. And if he’s following me, he’s going to come after me.

        Please protect my daughter. Don’t let Vera stay with him. Don’t let him hurt her. I know you and Francesca will help. He’s an evil man. When we first met, he wasn’t as bad, but he’s not that man anymore. He’s evil. I won’t rest if he has my daughter. Please help her.

        My everlasting gratitude,

        Holly

      

      

      Stacey reread the letter four times before she processed the words. Stacey knew Oscar was guilty, but she had no proof. If he was following Holly, that had to be worth something.

      “Wow. I mean, I’m not surprised, but wow.” Frannie walked to the other side of the desk and sat down. She leaned forward, her elbows on her knees.

      “What can we do? Should we call Marcus?”

      Frannie looked up at Stacey like she’d grown a second head. “Why?”

      “Because it says right there that Oscar was following her. He killed her.”

      Frannie sighed and folded her hands in her lap. “Stacey, we can’t do anything about that. It’s not proof of anything.”

      “Are you saying he’s going to get away with it?”

      “He has an alibi. He didn’t kill her.”

      “You know that’s not true. He was involved. He had to have been. Maybe it was like Strangers on a Train or something. He and a friend killed someone for each other.”

      “Honey, you know we can’t go around saying that.”

      “Why not? He killed her. It’s too convenient that he was following her, then she ends up dead. He would have killed her before if she hadn’t come here.”

      “I know. Holly was lucky she got out of there when she did. And I really thought she was going to be okay.”

      “She should have been. He followed her and killed her. We need to call Marcus.”

      Frannie sighed again. “You can call him, but he can’t act on this.”

      “Why not?”

      “They’ve already cleared Oscar. If they go back at him with something like this, something unsubstantiated, he can sue the police department for harassment.”

      “It’s not harassment if he’s guilty.”

      “It is if there’s no proof. If there’s no new evidence that says he could have done it. That letter isn’t evidence.”

      Stacey wanted to scream. Or cry. Or something. He was going to get away with it. Unless they found proof. “What if we find proof?”

      “Like what?”

      “What if he confesses?”

      “It still has to be proven. A confession is only one piece of evidence. It’s a strong one, but it’s still only one.”

      “What if we prove his alibi wasn’t real?”

      “That could give cause to look into him again, but there weren’t any cameras in the area where Holly was killed. Her car was torched a few blocks away, and it never went through any street cameras. There’s not a lot of evidence.”

      “I can’t give up.”

      “I didn’t say you should. I’m just not sure what you’re going to find. If you find anything.”

      “I have to try.”

      “Are you sure you’re doing this for the right reasons?”

      “Is there a wrong reason to prove someone is guilty of murder?”

      “Not if he actually is. Is everything okay with Wray? You seem more on edge than normal.”

      Stacey thought about lying to her boss, but Frannie knew the whole story. Captain Patrick was her husband and was involved in the case that set Wray free and exposed his secrets.

      “I asked Wray to move out.”

      Frannie closed her eyes. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Stacey shrugged and tried to hold back her tears. “Me, too. I have been holding on for the boys, but apparently they know we’re having trouble. And nothing has changed between us. I still love him, but I can’t be with him if I can’t trust him.”

      Francesca nodded. “No, you can’t. And if neither of you are going to do anything to change that, it’s better for both of you to end things now, so maybe you can find a new happy ending.”

      “I’ve tried to change things,” Stacey argued.

      “You have?”

      “Sure. I’m trained. I know what to do. He just won’t listen to me.”

      “And you know you can’t be objective when you’re one of the clients.”

      Stacey sighed and glared half-heartily at her friend.

      Frannie laughed and stood. “You can get upset with me if you want, but you know I’m right. And you know Wray is a very good man. He messed up, and I’m not going to say he didn’t, but he has taken whatever you’ve thrown at him for months. Maybe you guys should try to be less civil and get it all out.”

      Stacey pursed her lips and stared straight ahead while Frannie moved toward the door.

      “I’m not sure having a shouting match is a good idea. Ugly things come out when people do that.”

      “Ugly things stay buried when people don’t,” Frannie countered. “I don’t know the answer. I don’t have the degree or the experience helping people through something like what you’re going through. All I know is when Marcus makes me mad, we get it all out in the open and say the things we need to say, then we make up like bunnies and all is right with the world.”

      Stacey snorted. “I really don’t think sex is going to fix our problems.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. But it’s a damn good way to try.” Frannie waved and let herself out of Stacey’s office. “Let me know if you need any help with the Holly stuff. And be careful.”

      Stacey nodded at Frannie’s back and debated her advice. Yelling at Wray didn’t seem like the right thing to do, but if it got them past the strain and to a place of healing, maybe it was worth a shot. It was a much better idea than having sex. Not that Stacey didn’t miss sex with her husband, but sex was more than just physical for her. She liked to look into his eyes and see him. Connect with him. Know he was the only man who would ever make her feel the way he did.

      It all felt like a fantasy now. She’d barely been able to be in the same room with Wray for months. Being in the same room and getting naked and touching each other was beyond what she could imagine. Even if she had imagined it many, many times over the months.

      God, she wanted him still, but she couldn’t forgive so easily. Not when she couldn’t trust him. When she couldn’t trust herself with him.

      She couldn’t fix her marriage, but maybe she could figure out what really happened to Holly. Get justice for a woman who didn’t deserve to die.

      Stacey nodded and grabbed the letter from Holly and read it again. She took a picture and saved it to her phone and computer, just in case something happened to the letter.

      Time to do some research.
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      Wray saw the text from Stacey, but he didn’t answer it. Saying anything felt natural, normal, and not right anymore. He needed to figure out how he was going to move on from her and let her go like she deserved. As much as he hated the idea.

      “You done?” Braden asked, drawing Wray’s attention from his phone and back to the weight room.

      Wray shook his head and switched places with Braden on the leg press. Workouts were a part of the job for firefighters, and even when they were off duty, they could use the gym. It came in handy on days when your wife asked you to find a new place to live.

      Braden stared at Wray while he lifted. The look on his face made Wray more than a little uncomfortable. They were getting back to the easy friendship they’d had forever, but Wray knew it would never be the same. Not after Braden was dragged into Wray’s mess.

      Wray got in over his head with the gambling. He let it get out of hand. At first, it had been about earning a little extra money to help pay off some of their debts, but it quickly became more for him. He spiraled toward addiction and found himself unable to stop, even when he knew he was in far over his head. When the people in charge of the game offered to forgive his debts if he brought in a new player, Wray debated the choice. When they said they’d take out his debts on his family, Wray had no choice but to do as they said.

      Braden didn’t like being a pawn, but he understood that Wray was doing what he could to protect his family. Stacey was far less understanding. Wray didn’t blame her.

      “What’s going on with you today?” Braden asked.

      Wray looked up at his friend and realized he’d been sitting on the machine without using it for a long minute. Wray jumped up and wiped it down, ignoring the question.

      “Did something happen with Stacey?” Braden pressed. He didn’t meet Wray’s gaze, but Wray still felt the weight of it on him.

      Wray sighed. Braden was his closest friend and the only one who knew everything about what happened. Braden was like a brother to Wray, and Braden’s siblings, especially his oldest sister Taylor, were like family.

      “Stacey asked me to move out.”

      “Whoa. Seriously? When?”

      “This morning. After Taylor’s party Saturday night, the babysitter said Joey wouldn’t let her sit on the couch because it’s my bed. I think that was the last straw for Stacey.”

      Braden’s brown brows shot up. “You didn’t say anything yesterday. I thought you were keeping everything from the boys.”

      Wray nodded. “Apparently we weren’t doing as good of a job as we thought. Even Evan said something this morning about it. That I didn’t fix things with Stacey.”

      “Called out by a three-year-old?”

      “Yeah. Talk about a great parenting moment. But he’s right. I’ve been on the couch for months. Whenever I try to talk to Stacey, she’s not interested. So, I quit trying. Months ago. Nothing is going to get better if we don’t talk.”

      “Want me to take the boys so you can talk?”

      Wray sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t know if she’d even talk to me.”

      “Well, if you want me to take them, I will. Where are you going to go?”

      “I need to find a place. Never thought I’d be looking for an apartment at thirty-one. Especially alone.”

      “Do you really need an apartment? Why don’t you stay with me?”

      Wray shook his head. “She asked me to move out. She’s done. Moving in with you feels like hoping she’ll change her mind, and I’m kind of out of hope.”

      “You’re completely out of hope? Because that’s not the man who made Stacey fall in love with him. Who didn’t give her the choice to say no. Who fell for her the night you met and decided she was yours forever.”

      “I’m not sure if he still exists.”

      “Then you better fucking find him. Because you have an amazing wife who is hurt. You hurt her. You broke her trust, and you made her doubt. You put your entire family in danger because you were selfish and stupid. You need to own up to that shit and grow a pair and get your wife back. Because I promise you, if you let her go, someone else is going to swoop in. Stacey is too good of a woman to go unnoticed and stay single.”

      “What the fuck are you trying to tell me?” Wray growled at his soon-to-be-former best friend.

      “I’m telling you, you’re an even bigger dumbass than I already thought you were if you walk away from your wife and kids. Do you know how many men would love to have what you have? Would love to come home to someone else?”

      “So what, you’re going to make a move on my fucking wife when I move out?”

      Braden rolled his eyes. “You’re an idiot. I’d never go after Stacey. All I’m saying is if you still want to be married to her, you need to make sure she knows she’s the most important person in your world and you’ll do anything to keep her. If you don’t want to do that, be prepared for someone else to.”

      Wray grumbled under his breath, but he knew Braden was right. Stacey was too perfect for other men to not notice her. Her curves and her brains and her devotion to their family were only some of the reasons Wray loved her. And instead of fixing what was wrong, he was acting like she’d wronged him by not immediately forgiving him. He was the fuck-up, and he needed to start going big or he was never going home again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wray spent the rest of his day trying to figure out ways to apologize to Stacey and win her back. The most important thing in her life was their family. But being a good father and husband wasn’t enough after the epic failure he was.

      Wray picked up Evan first. He walked into the preschool and down the hallway, the noise of kids getting ready to leave echoing through the tiled space. Most of the time, Evan stayed for afternoon day care, but on days Wray was available, he always picked him up to have more time together. He hoped it was a good idea after the birthday party debacle.

      “Daddy!” Evan shouted, running across the room to Wray. “You bringed the ice cream!”

      Wray smiled and rubbed his son’s curly blond hair. “I did. I told you I would.”

      “Tank you.”

      “You’re welcome. How was the party?”

      “It was great! Miss Stephie said it was her bestest bird-day party ever.”

      “Well, I’m sure that’s because all of you are such amazing little people.”

      “Yep. I tink so, too.”

      Wray smothered his grin. “Should we get your stuff?”

      “Yep,” Evan said. He skipped to where his backpack hung in the hallway. He zipped it up and threw it over his shoulder, then smiled up at Wray.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Yep.”

      “Did you say goodbye and happy birthday to Miss Stephanie?”

      He nodded, then walked to the door and shouted, “Bye, Miss Stephie! Happy Bird-day!”

      “Thank you, Evan! See you tomorrow.” She waved at Wray to acknowledge she saw him, then turned back to the remaining students.

      Evan trotted down the hallway, telling Wray all about what they did at preschool that day. He was still chattering when he was buckled into the car and they were on the way to Joey’s school.

      Joey jumped in the car and buckled his harness. Wray checked that it looked good, then pulled into the flow of parents leaving the school.

      “How was your day, Joey?”

      “Good. Can I go over to Adam’s house this weekend?”

      “I don’t know. We have to talk to Mommy.”

      “What if she says no?”

      “Then I guess you can’t go.”

      “Why not?” Joey whined.

      “Mommy hasn’t said no. Why are you getting upset about this?”

      “Because I really want to go.”

      “Okay, and we’ll talk to Mommy tonight.”

      “Fine. What’s for dinner?”

      Fucking hell, is he a teenager? Wray fought the urge to roll his eyes at his oldest. He’d gone from sweet little boy to temperamental teenager in the span of a year. Instead of a six-year-old, he was acting more than twice his age. With all the attitude that came with it.

      “I don’t know yet. How about we figure that out when we get home so Mommy doesn’t have to worry about it?”

      “I like when Mommy cooks,” Joey said.

      “Me, too!” Evan agreed.

      “I know, but Mommy needs a break sometimes. Daddy is going to cook tonight. How about pork chops on the grill?”

      “I don’t like pork chops,” Joey declared.

      “Neither do I.”

      And so it continued. Everything Wray suggested was shot down by Joey, and Evan agreed with his brother. They made it home and into the house. Wray got them both to hang up their backpacks, take out lunchboxes, and start homework. With them involved, he looked through the fridge and freezer to find something he could cook for dinner. Something foolproof so he didn’t mess it up and give Stacey one more thing to have to deal with.

      How hard could cooking dinner be?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The house was utter chaos when Stacey got home. She walked in the front door and seriously considered turning around and going right back out again.

      But then Evan saw her and called out to her, and she knew she was trapped.

      “Hi, honey,” she said, hanging her purse on the hook and covering it with her jacket. She continued into the kitchen and hugged him, sticky fingers and all. “How was your day?”

      “It was awesome! Miss Stephie had a bird-day today,” Evan told her.

      “I heard. It sounds like you had a great party.”

      “Yep.”

      “And you? How was your day, Joey?”

      “It was fine. Can I go to Adam’s
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