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        TRAPPED In Abusive Relationship  Amy Reynolds thought she had a great boyfriend, until one by one all her freedoms began to disappear. When her job is threatened, Carrie decides it’s time to become more independent. But that’s not how her boyfriend Brad feels. He likes things the way they are and will go to any length to keep it that way.

      

        

      
        Life on the Perpetual Diet  Emily as always had a problem with her weight. Yo-yo dieting was something she’d accepted as part of her life. But when an opportunity arrives to expand her horizons, she leaps at the chance. That brings her a new income source and a chance at love. But when her new significant other plots to keep her fat—and unattractive to other men—she objects. And then she meets a man with the ability to sweep her off her feet. Will she give up everything she thought she wanted or will she cling to the vows she made when she said: “I do”?

      

        

      
        Married In Haste  Jennifer had always been a wallflower, so when Mike Palmer flatters her-and asks her out-she feels on top of the world. But Mike’s a sports nut, and soon Jennifer feels like she’s playing second fiddle to every sport televised. Her ultimatum has Mike reconsidering their relationship. Soon their dates are fun and fulfilling. Without telling a soul they elope, and then Jennifer’s problems really begin when she discovers the man she thought she’d known is almost a complete stranger.

      

        

      
        The Eyes That Haunt Me  One hot September afternoon, Annie Henderson’s life changed forever. That was the day she was raped. Nine months later, she gave up the daughter she’d conceived on that terrible day. Forging a new life was difficult, but Annie had a successful military career and then had a family. Life was good, until the daughter she gave up reenters her life, and threatens to ruin it forever.

      

        

      
        In Sickness & in Wealth  Erica came from a large family and always had to work hard for everything in life. Then she met Donovan Whitmore-the man of her dreams who could give her everything she ever wanted. Only ... it turned out Donovan worked just as hard as Erica—maybe harder. And then everything she always wanted wasn’t nearly enough.
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        Mom Can’t Live Alone Anymore Kathy Wilson was a loving daughter and wanted to do the right thing when it became apparent that her mother wasn’t able to take care of herself anymore. But getting her mom into assisted living became a nightmare—and that was just the beginning of her troubles.

      

        

      
        Married with Stepchildren  When Elise married the man of her dreams, she thought her life would be perfect. She hadn’t reckoned with her husband’s three spoiled daughters and an ex-wife who continued to drain him dry—emotionally and financially.

      

        

      
        The Hoarder’s Daughter  After the death of her father, Dana Morrison noticed that her mother’s house was becoming cluttered. First, she saved grocery bags, then newspapers, and empty boxes. In no time flat, her house was filled with junk, junk, and more junk! Dana made the mistake of cleaning house, but that just made matters worse when her mother decided that her trash was more valuable to her than her daughter.

      

        

      
        Hidden Agendas Lisa Mitchell and her surgeon husband, Jim, thought they made the perfect power couple—that they’d live a perfect life. That all changed when Lisa decided to start their family—without consulting her husband. From that day on, things changed. Their hidden agendas affected not only their marriage, but the lives of their new family when Lisa suffers the heartbreak of a child who fails to thrive, as well as debilitating postpartum depression, leaving their union on shaky ground.

        Will Lisa end up being the first wife?

      

        

      
        Dangerous Curves  What happens when plastic surgery goes terribly wrong? Kim Westfall spent the first 23 years of her life feeling inadequate. Her lifelong desire was to be a curvaceous woman, but after breast implant surgery she felt anything but glamorous as her dream of being a foxy chick turned into a living nightmare.

      

        

      
        Those She Left Behind  When Kathryn Garner took her life, she could not have known the devastation she would unleash for her family, friends, and the people she came in contact with every day. She was hurting, but did she have any clue as to the pain her ultimate solution would cause others?

      

        

      
        Dream House Nightmare The house that has everything is worth busting your budget for ... isn’t it? Carrie Burton pushed to get the house of her dreams. But money is tight, and all their resources go to keeping up with the Joneses and soon Carrie’s life is one of constant conflict over money, childcare--and a marriage that’s suddenly on the rocks.
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      “Don’t wear the green dress. You know I like the red one better,” Brad said.

      “But red isn’t really my color,” I told him, knowing his choice clashed with my auburn hair.

      Brad hauled himself up off the couch, towering over me by a good six inches.

      “I only want the best for you, Amy. I want people to see you and say, ‘There’s Brad’s woman. Isn’t she gorgeous?’”

      I frowned but went back into the bedroom to change. I knew if any man dared say I was gorgeous, Brad would clock him and I’d be in trouble for flirting—which I knew better than to do, anyway.

      Brad’s woman. Why couldn’t I just be me, Amy Reynolds?

      Oh, I’d been willing to change my name to Brad’s for five years now, but every time we talked about setting a wedding date, he’d say it was too close to Christmas, or his mother’s birthday. We couldn’t save for a reception because he wanted a bigger TV, or there’d be a problem with his truck or some other lame excuse.

      “Hurry up,” Brad called, over the blare of the stereo.

      I searched the closet floor, but couldn’t find the pumps that matched the dress.

      “Will you hurry up!” he called impatiently.

      I wouldn’t have had to hurry if he’d approved of my original dress choice. And I hadn’t wanted to wear a dress anyway. We were only going to The Dog House, Brad’s favorite watering hole.

      Why did I need to look terrific, which I wouldn’t in this shade of red when he would be blind drunk in a couple of hours, anyway?

      “Amy!”

      I grabbed the black shoes, stuffed my feet into them and hurried into the living room.

      “Now we’re going to be late,” Brad growled, finally hitting the off switch on the TV’s remote.

      “I’m sorry. But what’s the rush? You’ll just be sitting with your buddies anyway.”

      “When I say I’m going to be somewhere at a certain time, I keep my word,” he said, snatched his leather jacket from the closet, and headed out the door.

      Funny how he could keep his word to his friends, but I wasn’t given the same consideration.

      I picked up my purse to follow, making sure I had my own set of keys. I knew from experience that he’d be in no shape to drive at the end of the evening.

      As usual, The Dog House was dark and noisy. Brad’s friends were waiting at their favorite table in back and had already started on the two pitchers of beer sitting before them.

      “Hey, Brad,” they called good-naturedly.

      They never said hello to me. Too many of them knew about Brad’s temper and didn’t want to make him angry by appearing to be too interested in me.

      We sat down, with my back to the rest of the bar. Brad was so jealous he was afraid if I sat facing the other patrons that one of them might make a move on his lady.

      At first I used to be flattered that Brad thought so much of me, but after all this time, it was just a bore. And who’d be interested in me, anyway? I never considered myself pretty, and I’d always been self-conscious of my crooked teeth. One day, I promised myself, I’d get them fixed.

      On the other hand, Brad’s dark hair and eyes caused women’s heads to turn wherever we went. If anything, I was the one who should be jealous.

      I’d hoped that Deanna Perkins would be with her boyfriend, Jason, that night. Deanna was new to the group, and we got along great. Some of the other girls were nothing more than eye candy and seemingly incapable of stringing two coherent sentences together. Not that brains were valued in this group. I was certainly no rocket scientist, but Brad couldn’t understand that talking motorcycles or drill presses just wasn’t that interesting to women. And sometimes I swore I was the only one of the girls who could read.

      Deanna was different. She was funny and smart and fun to be with. She talked about other things besides her hair and nails, and she was taking classes at the local community college. I’d graduated in the same program as her—secretarial science—three years before. I had a good job, making good money, but I never seemed to have more than a couple of dollars in my wallet.

      “Women just aren’t good at handling money,” Brad always said, so he took care of the checkbook, although it seemed like he’d forget to pay the important bills on time, like the rent and the truck insurance. The mail was always full of letters threatening to cut off the power or the cable due to late payment.

      I waited for Brad to go to the men’s room before I spoke to Jason.

      “Where’s Deanna tonight?”

      “We broke up,” he said.

      “Oh. Sorry to hear that.” Well, that was the end of my evening. “What happened?”

      “She didn’t like my friends,” Jason said belligerently. “I told her either she accepted them, or she was history.”

      So she chose to be alone. Secretly, I envied her. I wished I were as brave.

      My mother always told me, “The worst thing in life is to be alone. Find yourself a good man and you’ll never have to worry about a thing.”

      Still, I’d often wondered what it would be like to have my own apartment. To come and go as I pleased. To have my favorite brand of cereal in the cupboard and not have to use powdered whitener in my coffee instead of milk or half-and-half.

      Brad and I lived life his way. I didn’t like it, but the responsibility of making all my own decisions terrified me. Like my Mom said, it seemed easier to let a man take it on.

      Once, after a bitter argument with Brad, I’d confided to my boss Michelle about my home life with Brad. She told me about an organization for battered women.

      “But I’m not a battered woman. Brad has never hit me,” I’d told her.

      “Brad doesn’t give you much freedom to do what you want, either,” she’d countered. “When your car died last winter, he convinced you didn’t need a new one. Now you’re totally dependent on him for transportation. I don’t have to remind you that you’ve been late on numerous occasions. It doesn’t look good on your work record. It could mean not getting a raise.”

      She was right about that. I hadn’t gotten a raise, and the company used that as the excuse. But how could I buy a car when Brad controlled my money?

      The evening dragged on. I nursed one beer, while Brad drank ten. Of course, he was drunk when we left the bar at closing. At least I didn’t have to fight to convince him not to drive. His buddies poured him into the truck cab and I drove us home.

      Getting him up the stairs to our apartment was never easy and I was tempted to leave him in the truck. I’d done that once, and he’d thrown up all over the upholstery. We couldn’t get rid of the smell, and he finally had to sell it. I didn’t think he’d ever forgive me for that.

      Brad stumbled up the stairs, attempting to imitate Lil Wayne at the top of his lungs, and Mrs. Gortney downstairs opened her door.

      “I’m going to call the landlord! I’m tired of you waking me up every weekend!”

      “Aw, shut up you old bat!” Brad slurred.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Gortney—I’ll try to quiet him down.”

      But Brad only started to rap even louder.

      Mrs. Gortney slammed her door before we made it the rest of the way up the stairs. I was so angry. Mrs. Gortney had a right to expect peace and quiet at 2:30 in the morning. And by tomorrow Brad wouldn’t even remember his obnoxious behavior.

      As expected, Brad was hung over the next day, and complained at the noise he said Mrs. Gortney was making. Her TV set was set louder than normal, but I couldn’t blame her for wanting to take petty revenge. I had to be quiet all day, which meant I could do little else than fold the laundry. Here it was only Saturday and already I was looking forward to going to work on Monday. I liked my job. I was respected by my co-workers and felt a part of the team. And on Monday morning I’d hear about my promotion.

      I’d been working so hard toward that goal. It meant a lot more money, and the opportunity to travel. I hadn’t told Brad about that aspect of the job. I knew he’d give me trouble. But once he got used to more money, I was sure he’d be more agreeable.

      Monday morning I got up early, made Brad’s lunch, and was ready to leave ten minutes before my usual time, but Brad wouldn’t budge.

      “I need another cup of coffee,” he whined and seemed to spend forever in the bathroom.

      I punched in ten minutes late and hurried to my office, glad to find my boss was nowhere around.

      That was lucky, I thought.

      But it wasn’t.

      A few minutes later, Michelle came into the office with a cup of coffee and without her usual smile.

      “Do you have a few minutes?” she asked me.

      Maybe her somber attitude was all a hoax. I’d been working for that promotion, I was due that promotion. I smoothed my skirt and followed her into her office.

      “Shut the door, please,” she said.

      I did as she asked and perched on the edge of the chair in front of her desk.

      “I know you’ve been waiting a long time to hear about the new job,” Michelle started.

      “Yes,” I said and laughed nervously.

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but Mr. Chambers felt Emily would be better suited for the position.”

      “Emily?” I blurted. “But she’s only been with the company a year. She doesn’t know the software like I do. She hasn’t had the kind of customer service training I have, and she⁠—”

      Michelle raised a hand to halt my protestations. “Emily not only makes it to work on time, but she’s here at least ten minutes early. If something crops up, she can stay until the problem is solved. You leave precisely at five every night, whether you punch in late or not. I’m afraid that all the things you’ve done right in this job can’t make up for that one deficiency. I might’ve been more lenient, but I have to answer to my boss—and he chose Emily over you.”

      I sat there, crushed. How could I be denied a promotion simply because I didn’t have a car?

      “I shouldn’t tell you this,” Michelle said, her voice softening, “but there’ll be another opportunity in six months. If you can get here to work on time, and stay late when necessary, I’m sure there won’t be a problem with your getting the job.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “No,” she said more forcefully. “You’ll do it, or you’ll have to find work in another division here in the plant. My job entails a lot of responsibility. I can’t afford to have people around me who aren’t dependable. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Michelle.”

      Somehow I made it to the ladies room before I burst into tears.

      “That bitch,” Brad said when I told him during the ride home that night.

      “You should quit. You don’t need to take that crap from anybody.”

      “I’m not going to quit,” I said. “Michelle was right. Why should they give me more responsibility if I can’t even get to work on time?”

      “That’s not my fault,” Brad said, and cut in front of an SUV, nearly taking off its bumper. A horn wailed behind us and Brad flashed a one-finger salute at the angry driver.

      “I want to go look at cars, Brad. Tonight.”

      “You know I bowl on Mondays,” he said.

      “Can’t you give it up just once?”

      “No. I made a commitment to the team, and I won’t let them down.”

      “What about my commitment to my job? We need that money,” I said.

      “You could get a better job any day—and with people who’ll treat you a lot better.”

      I didn’t argue with him. Nyloform Manufacturing was the biggest company in a fifty-mile radius. They offered great benefits and where else in this two-bit town could I earn anywhere near to what I was already making?

      My tongue burned to say what I really thought. That if Brad had a real job, he wouldn’t have to depend on my salary.

      “I work for myself,” he proudly told people, but his employment consisted of doing odd jobs.

      When we’d first moved in together he was working construction, but he found the work exhausting and in our part of the country it was seasonal as well. The last time he got laid off he decided not to go back, and to depend on his own skills to make a living.

      In the winter he shoveled driveways.

      “Why don’t you buy a snow blower?” I asked him on more than one occasion.

      “They cost hundreds of dollars,” he’d argue.

      “But you could do four times the work. It would pay for itself in weeks.”

      But he wouldn’t listen.

      During the summer, he cut lawns, but he couldn’t compete with the larger outfits that had big mowers. It would take him an hour to do what the competition did in ten minutes. And he didn’t do all that many jobs, either.

      Brad continued to rant and rave about my job while I cooked supper. Although he had most afternoons free, he didn’t like to cook. He liked the way I did it better.

      I was glad when he finally went off to bowling, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I had a lot to think about.

      Losing that promotion was a crossroads for me. I’d be stuck in dead-end jobs the rest of my life if I didn’t do something about it. But what could I do? My friends had all drifted away, mostly because Brad
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