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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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      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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      “Oliver!” Kim Jansen tapped her booted foot on the hardwood floor at the bottom of the short staircase. If he didn’t hurry, they’d be late for church again. A crash and a thud sounded from inside his bedroom.

      “I coming.” His closed door muffled his reply.

      Oliver was probably looking for something that he just couldn’t live without. Her three-year-old came by his flair for the dramatic honestly. His father, Hayden, had always been a showman.

      Bitterness filled her mouth, as it always did when she thought of Hayden. Kim swallowed the sourness and tightened her grip on the banister. Hayden wouldn’t interfere again because Jackson, his twin brother, made sure of it.

      The identical brothers shared the same rugged good looks, blond, wavy hair, and piercing blue eyes, but that’s where the likeness stopped. Jackson was as good as Hayden was evil, proven when Jackson sacrificed his relationship with his twin to bring Oliver home. For that, she’d be forever in his debt.

      But he didn’t do it for her. He did it for Oliver.

      She pressed two hands against her midsection as her insides flip-flopped. At least, that’s what she told herself.

      “Oli-verrrr!” Forced cheerfulness softened her tone. There had to be some sort of brother code that forbade a guy from dating his twin’s ex.

      Oliver’s bedroom door opened. His soft curls bounced as he descended the stairs, dragging his stuffed bunny behind him. She’d given him the toy last month for his birthday, and he hadn’t let go of it since. The rabbit’s head thumped on each step.

      “I coming.”

      When he reached the bottom, he stopped in front of her and lifted his face. She bent and kissed his cheek. “We need to motor, my little love.” She ruffled his hair, her caress softening the urgency of her words. So, they arrived late for church. It was a small thing. When Oliver was gone, she would have given a lifetime of last-to-arrive-at-church-Sundays to have her son back.

      She shook loose the sad memories of their time apart. Hayden stole everything from her when he took Oliver, but letting her mind linger on that season of her life only birthed bitterness. And bitterness about the parental abduction that separated her from Oliver for fourteen months never led her to a good spiritual place.

      Sucking in a breath through her nose, she lifted her chin. She’d forgiven Hayden, and she firmly believed the Lord would enable her to act accordingly despite his unrepentant heart. But forgiveness wasn’t the same as reconciliation. Grabbing her purse, she slung it over her shoulder, refusing to let guilt take root. She’d chosen to forgive, for her spiritual health, and had since discovered that forgiveness was more than a decision. The process took time.

      “Do you have everything for Sunday school?”

      Oliver attached the Velcro of his shoes and beamed at her. The sneakers were on the wrong feet. She should probably tell him to put on boots, but the fact he wore footwear at all was a win worth celebrating.

      “Ready!” Oliver lifted his arms for her to pick him up.

      “Not quite, buddy. You need a jacket.” She handed him his puffy orange winter coat. The February chill had dropped below normal temperatures for their region, and their friendly groundhog had announced six more weeks of cold.

      She helped his arms into his jacket and zipped up the front, ignoring the way he swatted her fingers because he wanted to do it himself. He wedged his bunny into his armpit and tugged on mittens and a hat.

      The wind swirled the dusty snow and stung their cheeks as they trudged to the car. Frigid air made it hurt to breathe, and the cold seemed to make the scent of pine from the trees that lined the property stronger. It only took another five minutes to get Oliver buckled into his car seat and start toward the church. Eight-thirty. Not too bad.

      She turned on the Christian radio station and hummed along to a familiar tune about God’s goodness. Oliver chattered to himself. He held the bunny up to the window. “See Unca Jackson?”

      “We’ll see him at church.”

      “No working?”

      “Not today.”

      Jackson worked for the Ontario Provincial Police, who provided a presence in Sycamore Hill. He worked every other Sunday, which meant either Constable Stuart James or Constable Noah Brown patrolled today. Kim still had to pinch herself to believe that Jackson had upended his career to move to Sycamore Hill to be part of Oliver’s life.

      The wind iced the fog as the tail end of nasty, blizzard-like conditions swirled. Forecasters predicted it would be clear by midday, in time for the Winter Carnival. Every year, the same travelling carnival set up camp on the outskirts of town. For one week each February, child-friendly tunes played on an endless loop, attracting children like sprinkles to a sugar cookie. At least the music didn’t play on Sunday mornings.

      “Rides?” Oliver cranked his neck as they passed the fairgrounds.

      “Maybe after church.” She’d ordered three tickets online last week, but she knew better than to tell Oliver about it this early in the day. He’d pester her all morning.

      A small SUV emerged from the haziness behind her. It crept closer, so she tapped her brakes. Her stomach heaved at the lack of traction. The snow must have pressed into ice. She tapped her brakes again, but the guy didn’t take the hint. He rode her backside like they were hitched. Clenching her jaw, she squinted in the rearview mirror. She didn’t recognize the man and couldn’t read his license plate, not that it would help. It wasn’t like she could report him to Jackson for following too closely.

      She flicked her gaze back to the road in front of her. Brake lights. She slammed the brake pedal. The wheels slid, and the antilock system kicked in and pumped the brakes. The back end swung left, then right. She cranked the steering wheel the opposite way. The arch got bigger and bigger as she tried to steer them out.

      “Mommy!”

      The vehicle spun three-hundred and sixty degrees and skidded across the center line. “No, no, no, no, no!”

      By some minor miracle, there was no oncoming traffic. She stood on the brakes. The back tires spun as the front tires turned. When they finally gripped the road, she yanked left as hard as she could. She avoided hitting the vehicle that had stopped in front of her, but the car shuddered as they hit the ditch. Loose snow absorbed their arrival.

      Oliver! She twisted.

      Eyes spread wide. Pale skin. Bunny clutched in his fisted hand. But he was in one piece. Thank you, Lord.

       “We’re okay, honey.” She rubbed his knee. A hum vibrated in her ears. She exhaled, and inch by inch, the tightness in her neck and shoulders lessened. They were okay.

      A giant tear slid down Oliver’s cheek.

      They needed to get out.

      The ditch wasn’t deep, but the overnight snowfall had filled it. There was no way she’d be able to open Oliver’s passenger side door, but she could open hers.

      The other drivers had stopped, and three men hurried toward her. She forced herself to inhale slowly and deeply. They were okay, too.

      “Are you all right?” The men reached the car and huddled around the driver’s door.

      “We’re fine. Are you okay?” They appeared unharmed. She unbuckled and retrieved her purse, which had slid to the floor on the passenger side. “I’ll call the police⁠—”

      The door jerked open, and her rescuer snatched her phone from her hands. Before she could speak, the man tossed it into the snowbank.

      “What are you doing?” Wind stung her cheeks, and incomprehension blurred the edges of her vision. She thought the other men might intervene. But instead, they wrenched open the back door and fumbled with Oliver’s buckles. Her mind denied what was unfolding. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. Her ears roared.

      “Mommy!”

      Shock transformed into panic. She lunged toward Oliver, slapping the men’s hands away. A growl erupted from deep within her. She’d kill them to protect her son.

      A sharp pain split her cheek. The acrid tang of blood. What was happening? All she could see, smell, and hear was Oliver’s fear. Her fear.

      “Mommy!”

      Cloudiness took over. Another blow landed, and it flung her into the passenger seat. Then came the sound of heavy feet and shouting.

      Terror laced Oliver’s words. “Don’t hurt my mommy!”

      She only caught bits and pieces. Oliver flailing his arms and legs. A rip. A wail. They pulled him from the car. She fought for consciousness. Oliver’s cries were the only sounds that penetrated the roar in her ears.

      The men were bigger and stronger. An angry bark emitted from one, and Oliver’s wails faded. Kim struggled to right herself. She blinked rapidly but still couldn’t see straight. Her cheek stung. Her body ached. She was wedged in a seat, her breathing shallow. Her heart beat in her forehead. The car was too quiet. It was a screaming silence that filled her mind and exploded from her lips.

      And the radio played as if everything right in the world hadn’t gone wrong. The artist crooned about a good God.

      Kim fumbled with the door handle. Her panicked hands refused to work. Finally, she gave up and pounded the glass. “You’re not good. You’re not a good God. Not a good Father!” She pressed her forehead to the glass and wept. A keening. Not again. Hayden wouldn’t do this to her. God wouldn’t let it happen.

      But Hayden had done it before, and God didn’t stop it.

      She had to think of Oliver.

      Her mind cleared. She blinked. The hum of a thousand caffeinated drinks shot through her body. The passenger door wedged into the snowbank. That was why she couldn’t open it. She clawed her way to the driver’s side and out. A blast of cold hit like the arctic winter. Her boots sank into the snow past her ankles. Was Oliver on foot? He only wore shoes.

      She should have made him wear his boots. Why didn’t she insist?

      She scrambled up the snowbank, her hands and knees burning with cold. Blowing snow filled the tracks from where the two SUVs had driven away. Minutes. Only a few minutes had passed.

      They were gone. Oliver was gone.

      Her legs gave way. No. Pushing herself up, she steadied her trembling arms. She needed to fight.

      “Oliver!” A crawl morphed into a run. She sprinted toward a dark spot on the white bank. If she didn’t stop moving, she’d find them. The toe of her boot jammed into an icy lip, and she lurched forward. Cold shot up her arms as her hands tunneled through the snow.

      Oliver’s bunny. A torn terrycloth ear dangled by threads. She clutched it against her chest. “Oliver!”
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