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      Addison visits the city and meets Sarah in the Sycamore Short Story, A Sycamore in the City.
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        When sweet peppers and jalapeño mix, anything can happen.

      

      
        
        Addison avoids visiting the city. He hates the crowds, traffic, and pace. He especially hates the compact vehicle the rental company insists he'd reserved. But then he runs into Sarah. Or, more accurately, she runs into him, mixing sweet peppers and jalapeño with burnt metal, petrol, hot pavement, and her desperation to not merely survive life in the city but find a place to thrive. Addison isn't looking for a weekend thrill or a romantic entanglement anymore than she is. They both want to go home. Maybe, together, they'll find their way.

      

        

      
        This Sycamore Short is available FREE to subscribers. Subscribe Now!

        Visit StaceyWeeks.com for more details.
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        Weeks is a writer I count on for sweet contemporary romances with faith messages to make me think. Sycamore Standoff combines sympathetic characters with heartening takeaways about the freedom of living in grace and the power of community.

        AUTHOR EMILY CONRAD

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The town of Sycamore Hill is warm and welcoming. The heart of God shines throughout the story. I really enjoyed The Sycamore Stand Off.

        JULIA - BOOK REVIEWER, CHRISTIAN BOOKAHOLIC

      

      

      

      
        
        
        One of the things I enjoy about Stacey Weeks’ writing is her ability to present a powerful & touching gospel message organic to the story, without it feeling forced or preachy. Instead of stopping an entertaining story for a sermon, Weeks uses the faith-centered elements to enhance the characters’ journeys on the page and point to the Source of peace, strength, and courage.

        CARRIE ~ BOOK REVIEWER, READING IS MY SUPERPOWER
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      To God, who has done far more for me than I could ask for or imagine.

    

  


  
    
      So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do,

      do all to the glory of God.

      

      1 Corinthians 10:31
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      A bloodcurdling shriek sliced through the air. Ben Sawyer didn’t flinch. He merely lifted his camera, peered through the lens, and rotated the focusing ring. He concentrated on Sycamore Hill’s ice-covered pond, the origin of the happy squeals. Skaters glided into the frame, and he held down the shutter release to utilize the camera’s continuous shooting mode—a trick a fellow reporter taught him. Small-town newspapers didn’t have the budget for photographers. The reporters pulled double duty.

      Local Kids Glide Toward Better Health. Not the best headline, but it’d have to do. The assignment editor threw this at Ben last minute. He thought an article on the town’s outdoor activities paired well with Ben’s exposé on the rising statistics of childhood obesity. Ben captured another cluster of images. The story wasn’t a lead. Not even a shocker. It might as well be printed in the classifieds.

      A chilly breeze pushed the scent of hot chocolate and corn dogs from a cluster of nearby food trucks. The sweet aroma dominated over sweaty bodies stuffed into winter snow suits. Pop Up Food Vendors. Who Moderates Them? Still boring, but he committed the potential headline to memory anyway.

      Ben adjusted the camera lens again. The nip in the air reddened noses and chapped cheeks, but it colored no one more adorably than little Oliver, Kim Jansen’s son. Kim had only recently regained custody of Oliver after her ex had spirited him out of the country. Ben covered the mother/son reunion for the paper, which was spearheaded by Oliver’s Uncle Jackson.

      Kim and Jackson sandwiched Oliver, clutching his mittened hands and supporting him on his skates. The average person would never guess all they had endured to get to this happy spot. But that’s the way it often was. People only saw the outside. Scars lived underneath.

      The blades slipped and slid beneath the boy. Oliver’s face scrunched as if he were trying to climb Mount Everest. “I do it! I do it!”

      Ben snapped another picture. Local Boy Learns to Skate. Cute kids dominated the front pages of Sycamore Hill’s paper. This one was sure to score Ben a place above the fold, but it was hardly the exclusive that jump-started a career. He’d already written that exclusive, and it had gotten him nowhere.

      A rope of kids linked hands to play crack the whip on the far side of the pond. Janelle Holmes, his neighbors’ kid, squealed. The momentum of the skaters pulled the unfortunate tail over the surface of the ice.

      Ben pivoted again. He zoomed in on the adjacent slope. Calling it a slope was a bit of a stretch, but it was the closest thing to a sledding hill the town could offer. Children slogged up the gentle incline, dragging sleds and plastic carpets behind them. Their friends zipped down the steep side in a strange conveyer belt of activity. He captured another grouping of images. Fun on the Sycamore Slopes. That should be enough.

      But not Pulitzer Prize enough.

      He navigated through the pictures, zooming in on faces, deleting the ones with closed eyes or unflattering angles. People liked seeing their photos in the paper, but only if their likeness complimented them. And parents loved seeing their children in print. He had enough shots of delighted youngsters for his bland assignment. Done with a capital D.

      He repacked his satchel and squinted against the early pangs of a headache. The boughs of a frost-dusted pine tree blurred as he rubbed the butt of his palm in circles on his forehead. Could a career reporting for Sycamore News make him happy? Just the idea of covering common occurrences for the rest of his life made his limbs heavy. Everything required an astronomical effort. Even his lungs resisted inflating.

      “Uncle Ben!” Nico waved as he raced toward the hill. A long blue sled attached to a thin yellow rope bounced behind him.

      The iceberg in his chest liquified. This was why he stayed. He wanted to watch his nephew grow up. He wanted to help his sister, Claire. He wanted to be here for his parents. But mostly, he wanted to make things permanent with Emma. He had the ring hidden in his bedside table. All he needed now was a plan. Nobody just proposed anymore.

      “Look out!”

      The panicked cry lifted the head of every adult. Ben swung, fumbling for his camera. Never pack the camera! Rookie mistake.

      Powerful momentum sent Janelle on a trajectory toward Oliver. The ten-year-old girl’s impact forced Oliver from Jackson and Kim’s grip in seemingly slow motion. The boy catapulted into the air like a bull’s prey and came down even harder with a thwack.

      Silence fell just as spectacularly. Too quiet. Oliver should be crying.

      No, no, no. No. NO.

      This kind of quiet screamed everything was not okay. It roared in Ben’s ears. Everything was not fine. Everything might never be fine again. His cold fingers fumbled for his phone. Emma was the top of his favorites. He stabbed the screen.

      Emma didn’t answer.

      Come on. He tried again.

      Still no answer.

      He called a third time, knowing three calls in quick succession would override her silence feature.

      “Hello?”

      “Come to the slopes! There’s been an accident.”

      That’s all she needed. She promised to hurry.

      Ben pushed through the cluster of people. He stuffed the phone into his zippered pocket. His fat fingers couldn’t pull the tab to close the teeth.

      Jackson’s hands roamed each of Oliver’s limbs, and Kim cradled Oliver’s head, not moving his neck.

      Janelle had crumpled onto the ice off to the side. Her elbows pressed into her body. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

      “Emma’s on her way.” Ben dropped to a knee beside Jackson. “She’ll be here any second.”

      The tendons in Jackson’s neck popped out as he nodded. “Keep his head stabilized, Kim.” 

      As the only police presence in town, Jackson, with his emergency training, was the next best thing to Emma. And as the only nurse practitioner in a town with no doctors, Emma was the next best thing to a paramedic or hospital. Ben’s fisted hand bounced against his thigh. She should be here by now.

      Oliver roused. He tried to move.

      Ben craned his neck to scan the line of parked cars on the side road, looking for Emma’s familiar hatchback. Come on.

      Kim leaned over Oliver so he could see her face. “Stay still, baby. You’ll be okay.” Oliver’s knitted red hat absorbed Kim’s tears.

      Ben smeared the sweat beading on his lips across his cheeks. Traumas that involved children— They changed you. He sucked in and held his breath.

      Stop thinking about that.

      Kim pressed her lips to Oliver’s forehead, still stabilizing him and murmuring soft words.

      She sounded just like his mother had.

      Emma’s medical bag thudded onto the ice beside Ben, jolting him from the past. He didn’t even remember kneeling beside the boy, but his pant legs were soaked through. Emma checked Oliver’s vitals. Her slender fingers moved his body. A long auburn braid fell over one shoulder, and her knitted toque had been knocked askew. The bright striped pattern of blue and red contrasted with her creamy skin. Her clear eyes fixed on Oliver. “How long was he out?”

      Kim’s features pinched. “Just a few minutes.”

      Seemingly satisfied that nothing was broken, Emma flicked a tiny penlight across Oliver’s eyes. What she saw must have pleased her. As the stiffness in her posture loosened, Ben’s relief shot out like a bullet.

      Emma held Kim’s gaze. “I think he’ll be fine, but I’d like to take him to the clinic for a more thorough check up.”

      Kim wiped her eyes and reached for Jackson with a shaky hand. “Thank you.”

      “Can I carry him?” Jackson hovered, ready to scoop the boy up but unwilling to move him until Emma gave the okay.

      She nodded.

      Jackson tenderly carried the child to Kim’s van. Jackson was one of the good guys. The kind of police officer children could trust. Like the one that returned Ben to his parents when he was lost as a child.

      Not like the other officer. Not like the one that took him away. Ben stretched his cramped fingers, flexing them at his sides.

      Ben caught words and phrases like champ, be brave, you’ll be okay, and I’ve got you. Jackson’s optimistic tone and word choices contrasted with his sickly white complexion. The man loved that kid like a father.

      “What took so long?” Ben shuffled closer to Emma as her attention shifted to Janelle.

      Janelle’s hands jammed into her armpits, and she rocked back and forth. Shallow breath sounds. Catatonic gaze.

      Emma flicked her gaze to Ben, but instead of bouncing back to Janelle, she lingered. “I couldn’t find a place to park.” Her chin lifted to the right, and her head tilted. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

      Ben flattened his lips. The parking situation had become ridiculous. The pond and the slope jetted off a dead-end street. Vehicles filled the nearby side roads, many of them blocking the resident’s driveways. “I’ll be fine. But Janelle’s not looking so good.”

      Emma knelt in front of Janelle. She patiently waited for Janelle to lift her head. The circumference of the dark circle growing over Emma’s denim-clad knees increased. She kept her hands still.

      Finally, Janelle made eye contact.

      “Are you hurt?”

      Janelle shook her head. “Is Oliver gonna be okay?” 

      “I think so. How are you?”

      Janelle blinked. At some point, her hat had fallen off, and static electricity lifted strands of her dark hair. 

      “I’m fine.” Janelle cut her eyes to Ben. “Is this going to be in the paper?”

      He started to say no but stopped. He’d been sent to report on the activities. The editor might divert to winter safety once he heard of the accident. “I don’t know. But I won’t take your picture unless you want me to.” That, he could promise.

      “I don’t.”

      Ben patted his satchel. “Then my camera stays put.”

      “Can I check you over?” Emma placed a gentle hand on Janelle’s shoulder.

      Emma’s soft mannerisms had a calming effect. Ben’s erratic pulse normalized. Emma was not the doctor that made a terrible mistake. Jackson was not the police officer that took Ben away from his parents. Everything was going to be fine.

      Janelle tugged her jacket sleeves down over her gloved hands. “I’m okay.”

      “I expect you are, but I’d like to be sure. Sometimes shock stops us from feeling everything.”

      Janelle nodded a curt consent.

      Emma completed a basic examination and then sat back on her heels. “You’re right. You seem fine. But I’ll call your parents so they can keep an eye on you.”

      Janelle diverted her gaze.

      Interesting. Was she afraid they’d be angry at her? Ben had never seen or heard anything concerning from his neighbor’s house.

      Emma repacked her emergency medical kit and hoisted herself to her feet. Her damp knees didn’t seem to bother her. “I better get to the clinic. Oliver will be waiting.”

      Ben clutched the top of his satchel to camouflage the shakiness in his hands. “You have to fill out an incident report, right?”

      She nodded.

      “I saw the accident. It wasn’t Kim or Jackson’s fault. I want to add my testimony to the paperwork.”

      A tiny laugh bubbled from Emma. Not a laugh of mockery. She wasn’t the type to poke fun. It was more like a chuckle of relief. She started to walk toward the side road where she must have parked, although he still couldn’t see her vehicle. “That’s not necessary. I’ll make a note it was an ice-skating accident. It’s no big deal.”

      Ben didn’t remember the doctor’s exact words to his mother, but they were probably similar and spoken in the same casual tone. The doctor had no idea that his belief in the system would rip Ben’s family apart. Emma stood at the edge of the same cliff, and another family teetered on the precipice. “It’s a big deal for me. I want to be sure everything is noted. You know, for later, if necessary.” 

      Emma stopped and faced Ben, fisting her hands on her hips. Her eyebrows pulled together, and her nose wrinkled adorably. “Did something happen that you’re not telling me?”

      He avoided her eyes. He wasn’t ready. He might never be ready. “If you have legal responsibilities to report certain types of injuries, I just want to be there.” 

      She studied him for a second longer before conceding. “You’re a sweet man for caring so much.” She lifted onto her tiptoes and pressed a chaste kiss to his lips.

      An unexpected release of tension loosened the knots in Ben’s neck. He wasn’t sure whether it was relief over not needing to explain why this mattered so much or her yielding to his request. But either way, justice would prevail.

      “Thank you. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He
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