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      He keeps a quiet house on a Peculiar street,

      Where the past still knows his name.

      

      She’s been running from the cold too long,

      From love that only brought pain.

      

      It’s Christmas Eve and the night is thin,

      Grace is knocking, let hope begin.

      

      There’s a baby breathing hope in the dark,

      A small, fierce light with a beating heart.

      When the world takes more than it gives,

      Love says stay. Love says live.

      

      Maybe Christmas is mercy born

      In a most peculiar way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      In a town the size of Peculiar—four hundred and ninety-three souls at last count—folks notice everything.

      Trust me. I’ve been the police chief here long enough to know that if you so much as sneeze out of season, three people will offer you soup, two will pray over you, and one will start a rumor that you’ve taken up smoking. Privacy is theoretical in a town this small.

      Which is why nearly everyone paid attention to Joshua Donnelly.

      I’ll admit, I did too. Not because he caused trouble. Quite the opposite. Men like Josh Donnelly stick out precisely because they don’t.

      For years, Josh and his mother moved through their days with a rhythm so steady you could set your watch by it. Sunrise breakfast. Dishes washed before the coffee cooled. Bibles opened before the first car turned onto Main Street. Grace Egan, who lived next door and had a kitchen window positioned like a theater box seat into the Donnelly household, could’ve sworn to it under oath.

      Grace claimed she never once saw a variation.

      Not until the December morning everything shifted.

      Before that day, Peculiar knew twenty-six-year-old Josh exactly as he’d always been. A little odd around the edges, in the harmless way folks call “quirky” when they’re fond of you.

      Josh carved animals out of fallen branches—rabbits, raccoons, the occasional tractor—and sold them at Retro Relics, Jackie Leakey’s antique shop. Jackie will tell you she bought the first few pieces out of neighborly pity. She’ll also tell you she tripled her money on them and never thought twice about it. Folks around here like things that are handmade and gentle, reminders of softer days. Josh’s toys fit the bill.

      He moved through life like a boy raised in a forest chapel, which wasn’t far off. The Donnelly house sat on Church Street, a sagging Victorian surrounded by live oaks, scrub pines, and palmetto bushes that refused to be contained. Vines crawled up trunks and spilled back down like green curtains, giving the place an otherworldly look. According to local legend, the woods were full of monsters. Personally, I’d have been more concerned about snakes and spiders.

      Every afternoon, after his bologna-and-mustard sandwich, Josh walked the mile to Twin Oaks Assisted Living Center. He always changed shirts first, usually into a plain white tee. And every time he reached the front door, he paused to smooth his jeans like he was about to meet royalty.

      Maybe he was.

      Bill Goodman—my predecessor and, depending on the day, my conscience—had taken a shine to Josh years back. Bill spent most afternoons in a recliner by his window, muttering about baseball stats and the decline of civilization. Josh listened. When Bill felt sharp enough, they played chess in the community room. One man at the far end of life, one still near the beginning, keeping each other company.

      That was Peculiar.

      Then came December ninth, 2006.

      A northern wind swept through Florida that morning, rattling palmettos and dragging sweaters out of drawers that hadn’t been opened since the Apollo moon landing. Jackie Leakey turned on the heat and fussed over her potted hydrangeas.

      That’s when she noticed something peculiar.

      Josh Donnelly wasn’t wearing his usual T-shirt. He had on a button-down. A nice one.

      He moved faster too. Rinsed the breakfast bowls without lingering. Kissed his mama on the forehead. Picked up a foil-covered plate he must’ve prepared the night before. Then instead of taking the sidewalk route to Twin Oaks, he cut through Peculiar Park.

      Jackie stood on her porch, broom in hand, and watched him disappear into the trees. She wondered if the assisted living facility had called with bad news about Bill. Around here, deviation from routine usually means trouble.

      Josh reached Twin Oaks early, cheeks pink from the cold. He warmed one hand by the electric fireplace, nodded to Isabella at reception, then headed for the elevator to Bill’s room.

      Bill was still in his pajamas, but his eyes lit up.

      “A little early today, aren’t you, son?”

      Josh grinned and held up the plate. “Don’t you remember what day it is? You’re eighty-five today. Mama made you a mini pound cake.”

      Bill blinked. “Well, I’ll be.”

      “Want cake for breakfast?”

      “Why not?”

      Josh fetched plates and forks, then the room filled with the aromas of vanilla and butter while the wind rattled the palms outside. They talked about the cold snap, the Noah’s Ark Josh wanted to carve someday, and the Rays’ chances at another World Series.

      Bill was halfway through a complaint about pitching when someone knocked at the door.

      Isabella peeked in, worry written all over her face.

      “Josh,” she said, “your neighbor called. Your mama’s in an ambulance. They’re taking her to the hospital.”

      The fork slipped from Josh’s hand and hit the table.

      He didn’t stop to clean up.

      He was already running.

      And that’s where this story truly begins.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Josh’s breath steamed as he hurried across the Twin Oaks parking lot, his mind racing faster than his feet. His mother—Margaret Donnelly—had never been anything but as sturdy as a rock. She caught the occasional seasonal cold, but she’d never spent a night in a hospital. She was the sort of woman who kept the house spotless, canned peaches every summer, and insisted on trimming her own palmettos until Josh put his foot down.

      The old sedan coughed to life when he turned the key, its engine rattling like loose change in a coffee tin. Josh didn’t wait for the heater. He backed out, tires crunching over the crushed shell of the driveway, and headed for Highway 90 with more speed than he usually dared. The wind barreled against the car, rattling the windows, but he kept one hand steady on the wheel and the other clenched tight against his knee.

      “Mama, Lord—please,” he whispered.

      The road curved east toward Marianna, the sky washed in a pale blue. Josh’s heart hammered with every mile. He didn’t turn on the radio, but listened to the dry hiss of the tires and the sedan’s wheezing engine. He couldn’t listen to music when he didn’t know if his mama was breathing easy or fighting for her life.

      When the hospital appeared—a low, sand-colored building with big blue lettering and a crowded parking lot—Josh swung into the first open spot near Emergency. He didn’t bother locking the door.

      Inside, the antiseptic smell hit him like a slap, sharp and sterile. The waiting room vibrated with quiet tension—an older man rubbing his temples, a mother rocking a fussy toddler, a passing nurse wearing a look that said she was three hours past her break.

      Josh approached the check-in desk, his hands trembling.

      “I’m Josh Donnelly. I’m looking for Margaret Donnelly. They brought her a few minutes ago.”

      The woman behind the counter offered a practiced, sympathetic smile. “You can have a seat in the waiting area, sir. A nurse will come get you when she’s ready.”

      Ready for what?

      Josh nodded and sank into one of the plastic chairs. The seat was cold, so he sat on its edge, bouncing his knee, one hand clutching the other. He prayed without stopping—half-formed pleas and familiar verses melded with memories of sitting beside his mother as she read the Psalms aloud in her soft morning voice.

      Two hours crawled by.

      His foot tapped nonstop. He stared so hard at the speckled linoleum floor he could have counted every dot. Finally, a nurse with sympathetic eyes called his name.

      “Your mom’s awake, but very weak,” she said. “You can walk with us. We’re taking her upstairs.”

      Josh followed her through swinging doors to a corridor that stank of disinfectant and fear. There, on a rolling gurney, lay his mama. Her eyes fluttered open when she recognized his voice.

      “Josh?” Her voice was faint and slightly slurred. Her left hand rose, but her right lay limp against the blanket.

      “Mama, I’m here.” He reached for her fingers, startled by how cold they were. “What happened?”

      A doctor stepped forward. “Mr. Donnelly,” he said, his voice gentle but direct. “Your mother had a stroke.”

      “Will she . . . will she be okay?”

      The doctor gave the slow, careful nod Josh had seen on television but never in real life. “We won’t know how much damage she’s suffered or if it will be permanent until we see how she responds to the TPA.”

      “To the what?”

      “It’s a clot-busting medicine.”

      The words made Josh’s skin crawl and for a moment he thought his legs might give out. But he forced himself to nod, to breathe, and to walk beside the rolling gurney.
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      Out on I-10, Heather Thomas didn’t notice the camper van’s gas gauge until Brett muttered a curse under his breath. She leaned sideways in time to see the needle sag below E.

      “Great,” he said, tapping the cloudy plastic as if that might coax the needle upward.

      They took the next exit—Peculiar, Florida—announced by a sun-faded sign featuring a cartoon crawfish in a chef’s hat, claws open as if welcoming them to the middle of nowhere. The Interstate spilled them onto Highway 90, a cracked strip of asphalt lined with palmettos, scrub pines, and weather-beaten signs that looked older than she was.

      A few miles later, they rolled into town—what there was of it. A Piggly Wiggly with half its sign burnt out. A white clapboard church with hand-painted lettering over the door. A brick schoolhouse that appeared to be hibernating. A row of tiny shops selling sea-shell mirrors and gator keychains that glinted in the sun like jewels.

      Heather looked around, baffled. “Where’s the Walmart?”

      Brett barked a laugh. “Pretty sure you’re not gonna find one here.”

      He steered the aging Westfalia camper into the lot beside a public park. Gravel crackled beneath the tires as they rolled to a stop.

      “We passed a gas station,” she said, pointing back the way they’d come.

      Brett killed the engine and raked a hand through his blond hair. “Yeah. No money, no gas.”

      Before she could form a reply, he reached into the back and grabbed his guitar case.

      Heather blinked. “You’re kidding. Here?”

      Brett checked his reflection in the rearview mirror, ran his fingers through his hair again, and slid out of the driver’s seat, grabbing the guitar after he landed. “I’ll get some cash,” he said. “Won’t take long.”

      Then he headed across the lot toward a picnic table, the sun glinting off his guitar.

      Heather watched him go, her chest tightening. Brett had once sung for her, his eyes warm with affection, his voice soft and low. Lately, though, his songs were reserved for strangers who might toss him a dollar or two.

      Sighing, she climbed out of the van and walked to a nearby bench, not wanting to take up space that could be enjoyed by an appreciative music lover. The bench’s peeling green paint stuck to the back of her thighs as she sat.

      Though the sun was shining, she shivered in her thin sweater. She leaned back as Brett set his sign near a chipped concrete fountain. A sandwich board announced Brett Steelhawk, an American Original, and an old hat lay beside it, ready to collect cash from those who appreciated his talent.

      An old man walked a dog on a nearby sidewalk and a pair of kids coasted by on bicycles. The air smelled like cut grass and woodsmoke. The chill must have encouraged some resident to put a log on the fire.

      Brett strummed a few chords, then looked around to see who might be listening. When he spotted a young couple, he launched into one of his favorites—an original song about running free and never looking back. His voice drifted across the park, as thin as the shade beneath the nearby palm trees.

      Heather studied the people who passed by. No one paused. No one reached for a wallet.

      She balled her hands into fists and shoved them into the pockets of her sweater. What luck, to run out of gas here.

      Maybe, if Brett made enough change, she could buy a bite to eat before dinner. Maybe something more substantial than fast food.

      Anything to make this situation—this slow deterioration—feel a little less empty.
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      Josh settled into the stiff vinyl chair beside his mama’s hospital bed, its edges cracked from years of anxious families shifting their weight. The room hummed with quiet machinery—steady beeps, a soft whoosh from the oxygen line, the faint rattle of vents pushing recycled air.

      Margaret Donnelly didn’t wake. She didn’t move. Her eyes stayed closed, her lashes pale against her cheeks, her breathing shallow and ragged.

      Josh watched her chest rise and fall, each breath a feeble lift. Something inside him trembled, a feeling he hadn’t experienced since childhood.

      He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and prayed. “Lord, please give her strength. Don’t take her yet.”

      Only the beep of the monitor replied.

      A nurse opened the door sometime after sunset, her shoes whispering against the tile. She checked his mama’s vitals, made a few notes on her chart, and looked at Josh with an understanding smile.

      “Can I get you anything?” she asked.

      Josh hesitated. His stomach was knotted, but a need tugged at his heart.

      “A Bible,” he said. “If there’s one around.”

      Her smile softened. “I’ll find one for you.”

      When she returned, she placed a worn blue Bible in his hands. Josh brushed his thumb over the edge, feeling the familiar ridges of thin paper. His fingers found the Psalms, which he and his mother had read for years.

      He landed on one of David’s laments: “But I—I am poor and needy—yet my Lord is mindful of me. You are my help and my deliverer—O my God, do not delay!”

      Josh blinked until the blurred words focused.

      He and his mother had been alone for so long. Two people against the world—one praying, one learning, both leaning on each other more than either of them would admit.

      What would he do without her? Who would he be without her?

      He shut the Bible and pressed it against his breastbone, willing himself to remain strong.

      After a while, the tension in his belly evolved into hunger. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast with Bill, and then he’d only picked at the pound cake. He slipped out of the room after taking one last look to make sure his mama was still breathing.

      Downstairs, the vending machines hummed in a lonely alcove that smelled of coffee and lemon cleaner. Josh fed a dollar into the machine and pressed the button for a chocolate bar. The candy hit the tray with a thud.

      He leaned against the wall, peeled back the wrapper, and took a bite. It tasted too sweet, but it grounded him.

      A man sat in a nearby chair, elbows braced on his knees, staring at nothing. Considerably older than Josh, the man had oil stains on his pants and redness around his eyes. When he realized Josh was watching, he attempted to smile.

      “Long night?” the man asked.

      Josh nodded and walked over, then sank into a nearby chair. “My mama had a stroke.”

      The man exhaled with a rush of air. “My wife’s upstairs. Complications from surgery.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Doctors said the procedure was routine, but nothin’s routine when someone you love is on the table.”

      Josh nodded at the truth in the man’s words.

      They talked about where they came from, about how fast life could flip, and about the strange quiet of hospitals at night.

      Finally Josh said, “I’ll pray for your wife, if that’s all right.”

      The man’s eyes glistened. “That . . . would mean a lot,” he said. “Thank you.”

      The man attempted a laugh. “I’d pray for your mom,” he said, “but I’m not a praying kind of guy.”

      Josh managed a small smile. “I can handle that part.”

      As Josh prayed aloud, the man wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand.

      They parted ways a moment later. Josh returned to his mother’s room and sat at her bedside. Her breathing hadn’t changed. Her hand was still cold.

      He wrapped his fingers around hers and bowed his head.

      “Lord,” he whispered, “help us make it through the night.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive home seemed longer than the trip to the hospital, though Josh followed the same stretch of Highway 90, took the same curves, and passed the same familiar landmarks. The old sedan’s headlights cut through the early morning fog, catching the silhouettes of pines nodding in the brisk wind. He kept one hand on the wheel and pressed the other to his thigh to keep it from trembling.

      The doctor’s words echoed in his ears: “You should go home, son. Rest while you can. We’ll call you if anything changes.”

      Rest? As if that were possible.

      When Josh pulled into the driveway, the rising sun revealed the Donnelly house, looking as though it had exhaled its last breath. The porch light, left on out of habit, cast a weak pool of gold across the steps. Everything else—the plants, the trees, the sagging fence—lay swallowed in shadow.

      A chill filled the inside of the house. The door creaked as it closed, and the sound startled him. He stood in the silence, letting his eyes adjust to the dim glow from the lamp his mother had left on in the living room.

      He turned, his shoes squeaking on the worn linoleum. Halfway across the living room, his breath hitched.

      On the floor lay the sewing she’d been working on that morning—a small pile of fabric squares she was turning into a quilt for a family with a new baby. The soft flannels, faded blue and yellow squares, were scattered where she’d dropped them.

      Josh knelt and picked up one of the squares. When he pressed it to his face, he inhaled the fragrance of his mother—a mixture of laundry soap, peppermint lotion, and a flower he’d never been able to name.

      He closed his eyes, but a knock startled him upright.

      He swiped at his eyes and opened the door to find Jackie Leakey standing on the porch in fuzzy slippers and a quilted robe, her hair pulled into a messy knot. The porch light caught the worry carved deep into her forehead.

      “Josh, honey,” she said, “I saw your headlights. How’s your mama?”

      He swallowed, trying to gather the right words. “She had a stroke. The doctor says they have to wait to see how bad it is.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Jackie pressed a hand to his chest. “I was afraid it was something awful. When she didn’t answer my knock, I knew something wasn’t right, so I marched right on in. Found her on the floor in front of the couch. Scared me half to death.”

      Josh nodded, his throat tight. “Thank you for checkin’ on her.”

      Jackie shifted, creaking the boards under her slippers. “I called the ambulance as quick as I could. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “You did the right thing,” Josh said. “Thank goodness.”

      She squeezed his arm, her fingers warm and oddly comforting. “You let me know if you need anything, anything at all. I can bring a casserole tomorrow, or come sit if you don’t want to be alone.”

      “I . . . thank you. I’ll let you know.”

      “Please do.” She gave his arm one last pat, moved down the porch steps, and turned. “We’re all praying for her.”

      Josh nodded. “I appreciate it.”

      He moved into the living room, the fabric square still in his hand. He set it on the coffee table and added the other quilt pieces from the floor. Then he dropped onto the old couch, its springs groaning in protest.

      Sleep seemed a million miles away. So after a few minutes, Josh got up, went upstairs, and dressed for church.
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        * * *

      

      At 9:12 a.m., Josh dialed Jackson Hospital. A soft-spoken nurse answered.

      “Any change? Margaret Donnelley?” Josh asked, his throat tight.

      The nurse tapped on the computer, then sighed into the phone. “I’m sorry,” she said. “No improvement yet. She’s resting, though.”

      Josh dressed for church because Mama would have wanted him to—slacks, a clean shirt, the shoes he only wore for church and funerals. When he opened the front door, cold air brushed his face. A thin fog clung to the yard, catching in the arms of the palmettos. He stepped out and locked the door behind him.

      He had barely taken two steps when he heard footfalls on his neighbor’s sidewalk.

      “Josh?”

      Grace Egan, his other neighbor, was bundled up in a puffy blue coat with her hair in curlers under a scarf. She stopped at the fence between their houses, her breath clouding in the cool air.

      “How’s your mama?” she asked, lines creasing her forehead.

      Josh steadied his voice. “She’s still unconscious. It might be a while before we know anything.”

      Grace pressed a hand to her bosom. “Lord, have mercy. I was horrified when I heard the news.”

      Josh’s throat threatened to close, but he pushed the words out. “Thank you for caring. I hope you’ll pray for her.”

      “Well, of course,” Grace said. “You tell me if you need anything, all right? Dinner, a ride to the hospital—anything at all.”

      “I will,” Josh said. “Appreciate the offer.”

      She nodded before heading back into her house. Josh watched her go, then turned to glance at his mama’s home. The narrow windows stared at him like sad eyes.

      He took a breath that burned and headed toward Peculiar Community Church, a brisk walk away.
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      Heather lay in the back of the van, staring up at the stained ceiling she’d tried to dress up with thrift-store fabric. The pink flowers had once been cheerful, but now they looked like ghosts of themselves. Brett’s snoring filled the cramped space, steady and unbothered, as if the world outside had never kept him awake. His arm was draped across his chest, his shoes still on, and the scent of cheap beer clung to him like another blanket.

      Sweat beaded on her forehead in a sudden wave of claustrophobia—sticky vinyl under her spine, stale fast-food wrappers under her hip, the oscillating fan clicking above her head. She shifted, trying to get free of the tight space, but the thin foam pad clung to her skin and didn’t want to let go.

      Her stomach roiled again—not with hunger, but a sensation deeper and queasier. She pressed a hand to her middle and breathed through a wave of nausea.

      It had been persistent for days now.

      She wasn’t stupid. Even without the pregnancy test, she would have known.

      And deep down, she suspected Brett did too.

      He wouldn’t mention it—Brett didn’t believe in acknowledging anything that might ruin his mood—but every time she paused in front of a restroom or pushed away a greasy sandwich, she caught him watching her, his jaw tightening. Then he would suddenly need a drink or another cigarette.

      Heather turned onto her side to look at him. Even in sleep, Brett looked restless. The empty beer can beside his pillow glinted in the sunlight. Yesterday he’d made nearly forty dollars carrying groceries out to cars. Enough for a couple of decent meals . . . or for a couple of six packs and a pack of smokes.

      He’d chosen the latter.

      Heather exhaled through her nose, long and quiet, trying not to wake him. She wasn’t angry—not really. Brett had always been Brett, charming one day and slippery the next, a boy who chased moments instead of plans. Part of her loved his impulsive nature. Part of her once believed she could keep up.

      But things were different now. Or they would be. Soon.

      A faint noise drifted through the cracked window—a lawn mower humming beyond the park, mingling with the screech of a hawk and the distant barking of a dog. Heather pushed herself onto one elbow and peeked out the window.

      Across the street, the white Victorian house caught the late-morning light, its porch sagging, its paint dull and gray. A tall, lanky young man stepped onto the porch—dark hair brushing his collar, button-down shirt wrinkled. He moved slowly, as if his mind was miles away.

      A nice face, though. He reminded her of a stray dog—scruffy, shy, but maybe the loyal sort if anyone gave him a chance.

      He locked the door, slipped his keys into his pocket, and walked down the path that cut through the jungle that passed for a yard. A neighbor called him over, and he threaded his way through the tropical plants to talk to her.

      Brett shifted beside Heather, mumbling in his sleep. She lay down and studied the ceiling again, fighting a fresh wave of nausea that had more to do with fear than queasiness.

      She had to tell him. Soon. But once she said it out loud, it would be real, and real meant change. And change meant Brett suggesting an action she couldn’t consider. Not again. Not after the clinic.

      She nudged him with her foot. “Hey! Whaddya wanna do this morning?”

      He groaned, dragging his arm farther over his eyes. “Sleep,” he muttered. “And maybe grab a few things at the convenience mart.”

      “Grab” meant shoplift. He always said it like that—as if stealing were no big deal.

      She turned back toward the window. The young man—whoever he was—was stepping out of the yard that looked like a tropical jungle about to devour the aging house. A car sat in the gravel lot beside the property, an old sedan with faded blue paint, but he turned to walk down the sidewalk.

      What would someone like him think about the life she and Brett were living?

      She curled into herself, her hands tucked under her arms, listening to the mower hum and the rustle of the wind in the palmettos. Her world had shrunk to the four walls of a camper van, one thin foam mattress, and a half-dozen truths she wasn’t brave enough to speak.

      She stayed where she was, breathing through her fear, knowing that part of her life had already changed—and she couldn’t pretend it hadn’t.

      Not for much longer.
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      Josh slipped into the back of Peculiar Community Church and took his usual seat—the left corner of the last pew on the right. Without his mother beside him, the space seemed immense. The wooden pew creaked as he eased himself down, and the faint scents of lemon oil, dusty hymnals, and flowers drifted through the sanctuary.

      The sign out front had promised a sermon on “The Last Prayer of the Last Supper,” words that had intrigued him earlier in the week. But now, with his mother lying silent in a hospital bed, he couldn’t remember what he’d been curious about.

      The choir was already singing the special, their voices woven together in a steady braid over the piano accompaniment. “Great Is Thy Faithfulness” had always been one of his mother’s favorites.

      He rubbed his jaw, feeling the rasp of stubble beneath his fingers. He’d meant to shave, but when he stood in front of the mirror, his eyes looked so hollow he’d turned away.

      When the choir finished, Pastor Gary stepped to the pulpit. His Bible opened with a soft flutter.

      He began with Judas—how the man slipped off into the night and how Jesus spoke of going away and sending a Counselor. The pastor’s voice carried through the sanctuary, rich and warm, but Josh struggled to maintain his focus. His thoughts kept drifting to the image of his mother’s slack hand on the hospital blanket.

      The pastor finally snagged him with a single phrase: “My prayer is not that You take them out of the world, but that You protect them . . .”

      The words struck like a rap on Josh’s head.

      His mother had spent her whole life keeping Josh out of the world—building a small, safe life for the two of them. But here he was, alone in the world she’d kept at bay.

      The sanctuary blurred at the edges. He bowed his head, breathing through the sudden sting behind his eyes.

      When the benediction finally came, he lingered in the pew. He wasn’t ready to face the empty house.

      Not yet.
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        * * *

      

      Josh stood and waited as the other church members filed by. His left leg twitched, wanting to run, but determination held him in place. As he stood there, resisting the urge to flee, voices carried from the line of retreating families.

      “There’s that man, Mama. The one who walks everywhere.”

      “Keep your voice down, dear.”

      “You know—” another woman’s voice—“he’d be nice looking if he’d get some decent clothes.”

      “Shh! It’s not polite to laugh in church.”

      When everyone had gone, Josh squared his shoulders and walked to the door, where Pastor Gary was sweeping the front steps. “Um, Pastor?”

      “Still here, Josh?” The minister’s eyes sank into soft nets of wrinkles as he smiled. “I thought Nora had chased everyone into the fellowship hall.”

      “I’m here.”

      Pastor Gary was watching him the way a father might watch a son—patient and concerned. “Josh? Something on your mind?”

      For a moment, Josh couldn’t answer. A tremor climbed from his chest to his voice.

      “Mama’s in the hospital,” he finally said. “She had a stroke.”

      The broom slipped from Pastor Gary’s hands and tapped against the railing. “I’m so sorry, son. When did this happen?”

      “Yesterday.” Josh cleared his throat. “She hasn’t woken up yet.”

      Compassion flooded the pastor’s face. He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Why didn’t you tell me when you came in?”

      Josh forced a shrug. “Didn’t want to . . . interrupt.”

      Pastor Gary shook his head. “Josh, a shepherd’s job is to walk with hurting people.” He paused, his eyes warm. “And an empty house has a way of shouting, doesn’t it?”

      Josh rubbed his thumb along the spine of his Bible, grounding himself. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do without her. We’ve always . . . been together.”

      The pastor rested a hand on Josh’s shoulder. “You’re not alone, son, even though it might feel like you are.”

      Josh didn’t answer. His gaze drifted to the parking lot, where families were climbing into SUVs and minivans. Mothers fastened seatbelts. Fathers opened car doors. Children waved bulletins like flags. Life moved on without noticing Josh’s had stopped.

      Pastor Gary followed his gaze. “Josh, have you eaten anything today?”

      Josh shook his head.

      “Come on,” the pastor said. “We’ll get a bite from the fellowship hall. Coffee’s probably still hot.”

      “I don’t want to be any trouble.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” the pastor said. “Your church family wants to be there for you. Come on.”

      Family. The word lodged under Josh’s ribs like a thorn.

      Pastor Gary started toward the fellowship building, but Josh hesitated.

      “Pastor?” Josh looked at the ground, unable to meet the man’s gaze. “Could you pray for her? For Mama?”

      “Of course I will. Right now, if you want.”

      Josh nodded.

      And there, on the front steps of Peculiar Community Church, the pastor bowed his head and prayed for Margaret Donnelly. For healing. For peace. For the son trying to survive with his heart cracked open.

      Josh kept his eyes shut, trembling, knowing that Heaven was listening, too.
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        * * *

      

      In the early hours of Monday morning, Josh stood against the back wall of the hospital elevator and stared at the glowing numbers as they slid downward. The air smelled of coffee, maybe spilled earlier in the day. He was going back to the vending area, where he could get a fresh cup.

      The doors slid open on the fourth floor and a man stepped inside.

      He was short, barely reaching Josh’s shoulder, with a shock of white hair that looked as if it had lost an argument with a comb. His suit hung on him—the jacket sleeves covered his wrists and the trousers drooped over his loafers. He clutched a folder to his chest, a fat one filled with papers.

      Josh blinked. The man didn’t look like a doctor, and all the business types had gone home. The only folks in the hospital at this hour were late shift nurses, custodial staff, and family members holding all-night vigils.

      The doors sighed shut. The elevator lurched. And the man’s folder slipped.

      Papers spilled across the floor—forms and reports and pink and yellow slips fluttered like startled birds. The man gasped and bent down too quickly, wobbling.

      Josh dropped to one knee, gathering pages, smoothing bent corners, stacking them into what he hoped was the proper order. The chill of the linoleum seeped through the knees of his jeans.

      “Oh—oh dear,” the man said. “I’m terribly clumsy tonight.”

      “It’s okay,” Josh said. “No problem.”

      They worked in silence for a moment, Josh handing pages up, the man receiving them. When the last paper was rescued from beneath the man’s shoe, Josh stood.

      The man peered at him through thick lenses, his head tilted. “Thank you, young man.”

      Heat burned the tops of Josh’s ears. “It’s no problem,” he repeated.

      “No,” the man said, frowning. “It is unusual to find a young man so polite these days. “

      Josh blew out a breath and looked at the floor numbers. Third. Second. “I just—anyone would’ve done it.”

      The man didn’t seem convinced. The elevator chimed and the doors slid open, but the man ignored them. He studied Josh’s face, his gaze sharp despite the heavy glasses. “What is your name?”

      “Josh. Donnelly.”

      “Donnelly,” the man repeated. “And why are you here, Mr. Donnelly?”

      Josh pictured his mother’s thin hand on the blanket, the blue veins like ink beneath her skin. “My mom’s sick,” he said. “I was goin’ for some coffee.”

      The man’s expression changed, the lines around his mouth softening. “I am sorry to hear that.” He wrapped his arms around the folder. “I pray that she will get better.”

      Josh took a deep, quivering breath. “Thank you, sir,” he said. Then he remembered his manners. “I hope you’re not here because someone’s sick.”

      “Not at the moment,” the man said, “I work with children. Department of . . . well.” He tapped the folder. “Paperwork. I’m here to pick up a child.”

      “At this hour?” Josh glanced at the papers, noticed a corner stamped with a seal.

      “Time doesn’t matter—I can’t rest if one of our children isn’t in the place where he or she belongs.” The man’s bushy brows rose. “The system says good is acceptable, but I want the best for our kids. Some folks disagree, but—” He leaned in and lowered his voice—“they’ve never been in the system. I have.”

      “You have?” Josh didn’t know if he should smile or not.

      “Indubitably. I survived, but not unscathed.”

      The man’s smile faded. “When it comes to children, I don’t keep office hours. And settling for what’s good is the enemy of what’s best.” He stared at the elevator wall as if he could see through it into his past. “Don’t you agree?”

      Josh thought of his mother—of how she had stood up for him when he’d been bullied and never allowed him to feel ashamed. “Yes,” he said. “Of course.”

      The man turned back to him, his eyes intent. “I’m glad we met, Josh Donnelly. And I will pray for your mother.”

      The man stepped out, his baggy suit swishing around him. He waved and disappeared down a corridor, his folder tucked under his arm.

      Josh stayed against the wall as the doors closed and the elevator carried him down. His ears burned from the man’s praise. But beneath the helplessness he felt about his mother, his heart burned with a warmth he could not explain.
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        * * *

      

      Josh sat slumped in the stiff chair beside his mother’s hospital bed, the vinyl sticking to the back of his shirt. Morning had arrived—he could tell by the pale stripes of sunlight cutting through the blinds—but nothing else had changed. Mama’s right hand still lay motionless at her side. Her breathing still rose and fell in that fragile pattern that made Josh’s heart clench with every pause.

      A soft sound broke the silence. Barely a murmur—like a faint attempt at breath.

      Josh straightened, his heart pounding.

      “Mama?”

      For the first time since Saturday, her cheek moved. Barely. A small, unmistakable smile curved a corner of her mouth.

      He choked on a breath. She could hear him. She was fighting.

      He leaned closer, gripping her fingers with both hands.

      “I love you, Mama,” he whispered. “I’m right here. And I’m okay, so don’t you worry about anything. You get better, all right? That’s your job.”

      Her fingers didn’t curl back, but her eyelids fluttered, as if she wanted him to know she’d heard.

      A knock sounded as the door opened. Dr. Henley stepped inside, tucking a pen into his coat pocket. “Morning, Josh,” he said. “Any changes?”

      Josh nodded, his voice thick. “I think she tried to smile.”

      The doctor leaned in, inspecting her face, lifting her eyelid, checking her reflexes. After a moment, he straightened.

      “That’s encouraging,” he said. “Very encouraging.”

      Josh braced himself, gripping his Bible. “What do you think about her chances?”

      The doctor removed his glasses and wiped them with a cloth from his pocket. “Well, your mother’s young. Forty-nine is on the good side of recovery statistics. The brain is remarkably resilient at her age. It’s too early to predict outcomes, but given what I’m seeing—” He nodded. “I am optimistic.”

      Relief hit Josh like a warm wave. “Thank you.”

      The doctor offered a small smile. “Keep talking to her. Keep reading. It makes a difference, you know.”

      Josh nodded and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. When the doctor left, he turned back to his mother and read the twenty-third psalm, the words swirling into the quiet room like a promise.

      “‘The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want . . .’”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning found me scowling into my coffee like it had personally betrayed me.

      It wasn’t the first time. Coffee and I had an understanding: I showed up on time, and it did its job. This mug had apparently called in sick.

      Then the door opened.

      I looked up, ready to chide Tony for being late, and stopped short.

      Bill Goodman, former top cop and a living legend in Peculiar, stood in the doorway, leaning on his cane like it was an old friend who’d earned the right to complain. He moved slower than he used to, but his back was straight, his hat tucked under his arm, his eyes clear. Retired or not, he still looked like a police chief. Some things never change.

      I stood. “Chief.”

      “Morning, Bowen,” he said.

      I pulled out the chair across from my desk. “Please. Sit.”

      He took it, lowering himself like each joint had to be consulted in advance. I waited until he settled before I sat back down.

      “So,” I said, nudging my coffee aside. “What’s on your mind?”

      He studied his hands for a moment, then lifted his gaze. “I just had a birthday.”

      “Well, congratulations.”

      He smiled. “The Good Book says a man gets three-score and ten. By that measure, I’m living on borrowed time.”

      “Depends on who’s keeping the books,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Maybe so. But it got me thinking. I don’t want to burden my girls with certain things when they’re busy planning a funeral or whatever it is they want to do.”

      I raised a brow. “You planning to go somewhere?”

      “Not today,” he said. “But I don’t take tomorrow for granted.”

      Fair point. Coming from a man who’d spent half his life knocking on doors in the middle of the night, it carried weight.

      “I’d be fine with being planted under an oak,” he went on. “But my missus would prefer I lie next to her.”

      I nodded. “Sounds like Franci.”

      He smiled again, and the smile stayed a beat longer. “You’re doing a good job, Horace. In case no one’s told you lately.”

      I blinked, surprised and pleased by the comment. “That means a lot, sir, coming from you.”

      He stared at my desk as if he could see through the wood. “Have you ever done anything on the job . . . you’d rather people not know about?”

      I blanched. “We’ve all made mistakes.”

      “I’m not talking about mistakes. I’m talkin’ about . . . well. Maybe I should stop talkin’ and let sleeping dogs lie.” He looked at me and smiled. “After Franci died, I fell in love—well. That’s not quite right. I fell. She didn’t. I never told the lady, but I did somethin’ for her . . . and trouble is, I’d do it again. No matter what it cost.”

      He reached into his inner coat pocket.

      When he withdrew a white envelope, sealed and marked only with my name, the air in the room shifted. He held it like it weighed more than iron.

      “I’ve tried to live by man’s law and God’s,” he said. “I wasn’t always successful. But when I had to choose between the two, I did my best to defend the poor and the innocent. To provide justice. That’s what every lawman should do, isn’t it?”

      I didn’t know where he was going, but when a man like Bill Goodman asks a question, you answer straight.

      “It is,” I said.

      He set the envelope on my desk.

      “File this away,” he said. “Or keep it in your safe. When I die—” He paused, then corrected himself. “After I die, I want you to take this letter out and read it. You don’t have to publish it, and I don’t know that it will change anything. But it will allow me to stand before my Lord with a clear conscience.”

      He looked me square in the eye. “Can I trust you to do that?”

      I saw no fear on his face. No drama. Just solid resolve.

      “Why, Bill,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “You got some dark secret hidden in your closet?”

      He didn’t smile. “The life of every man,” he said, his voice rumbling, “is a diary in which he means to write one story and writes another; and his humblest hour is when he compares the volume as it is with what he vowed to make it.” One of his bushy brows rose. “Know who said that?”

      “No clue.”

      “James M. Barrie, the man who wrote Peter Pan. If a man like that can have regrets, I guess I can, too.”

      I took the envelope. “You can trust me,” I said. “I’ll take care of it for you.”

      He nodded and exhaled a long breath. “Thank you.”

      He stood with effort, steadying himself on the cane. I rose with him.

      “I’ll be getting back home,” he said. He took a step, then turned. “By the way—any word on Margaret Donnelly? I heard she was taken to the hospital.”

      “Nothing yet. Josh will let folks know if there’s a change.”

      “I suppose he will.”

      I nodded, and in that moment, I wondered if he had taken a shine to Josh Donnelly’s mother. But in a town of over four hundred people, nearly half of them adult women, it could have been anyone.

      Goodman paused at the door and looked back at me, his eyes wet. “God has blessed me with good health and eighty-five years, but there’s a downside to that blessing. If you live this long, you will say good-bye to many of your friends.”

      “Good to see you, Bill,” I said, extending my hand. He shook it and stepped into the hallway, his cane tapping a slow, steady rhythm.

      After Bill left, I sat with my hands on the desk, the envelope parked between them like it had every intention of starting trouble. I’d spent enough years in this business to know that men don’t start weighing God’s law against man’s unless they’re somewhere they never expected to be. Whatever was in that envelope, it was the cost of a choice, maybe a payment due when a man reached eighty-five years.

      As I sat there listening to the radiator tick, I had the uneasy feeling that sooner or later, I might have to earn my badge all over again.
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        * * *

      

      By late Monday morning the December sun had wrapped Peculiar Park in a soft, balmy haze—Florida’s version of winter. With the end of the cold snap, the air filled with the scents of pine sap and warm asphalt. Heather perched on top of a picnic table, the green paint flaking beneath her fingers, her legs swinging over the edge.

      Brett sat beneath the canopy of a live oak, strumming his guitar as if the music came from someplace deeper than his bones. He always looked right with his guitar—like he was born holding it, so the world made more sense when his fingers were moving across the strings. In another life, he might have been on a stage instead of busking in a sleepy Florida town without a Walmart.

      She tore open a pack of crackers she’d found in the glove box—dry, past their date, and salty enough to make her need water after two bites. She ate them anyway. They soothed the queasy feeling in her stomach but did nothing to settle her nerves.

      Movement across the street caught her attention.

      The old sedan with faded blue paint slanted onto the gravel parking pad in front of the old Victorian house. The engine died, and the lanky young man got out of the car. His shirt was tucked in today, but nothing else about him seemed polished. He walked toward the house like someone lost in thought, his head down, his shoulders rounded.

      Heather leaned forward to see him better.

      A gentle quality animated his movements, as if he’d practiced moving quietly, determined not to attract attention. Like a person who carried sadness the way other people carried car keys.

      He walked down a brick path and climbed onto the slanting porch, keys dangling from his fingers. Then he disappeared into the house.

      “Nice face,” Heather murmured. “What I could see of it.”

      She wondered where he had been, coming home on a Monday morning when most people had already gone to work or school. Maybe he worked nights. Maybe he’d been visiting a girlfriend. Maybe he’d been out driving around, though she couldn’t imagine anything better than being at home.

      Safe. Secure. With food in the cupboard.

      She pulled her gaze back to Brett, though her thoughts lingered on the dark-haired stranger.

      A moment later, the sound of children drifted across the park. The elementary school must have let the kids out for recess. A swarm of them burst from a gate like a flock of bright birds—laughing, shouting, chasing each other across the sidewalk. Their voices rang through the air, echoing between the oaks.

      A couple of them stopped at the sight of Brett with his guitar. His playing shifted—subtly but noticeably—and he played a folksy tune that hinted at freedom and long roads and dreams too big to name. The children ventured closer.

      “What’s that hat for?” one of them asked, his voice carrying on the wind. When no one answered, the kid put Brett’s hat on his head and danced until Brett stopped playing and gestured—firmly—for the kid to put the hat back. He did, but not before taking a bow in front of his classmates.

      Heather sighed. School kids didn’t carry money—or if they did, they needed it for the school lunch. They had no idea that she and Brett were hungry.

      Every coin mattered now. And every moment.

      One girl waved at Heather as she ran past. Heather smiled and waved back, then pressed her palm to her belly. Was that a flutter? Probably a hunger pang, but who knew?

      Brett stopped playing, realizing that no one could hear him above the squeals and shouts of the kids. He sat for twenty minutes, his arms folded on top of his guitar, until a teacher blew a whistle and herded all the kids back to school.

      When the last of the children scampered toward the schoolyard, Heather exhaled and tipped her face to the sky. The breeze brushed her cheek, warm and soft.

      Her eyes slid back to the house where the dark-haired man had disappeared.

      She wished—for one heartbeat—that her own life was as regular as the stranger’s. She wanted to walk as if she knew where she was going. As if she had someplace to belong.

      But she did, didn’t she? She had Brett, and they’d been together nearly three years.

      She straightened her spine. She’d tell him soon.

      Later today.

      Tonight, maybe.

      She’d find the right moment.

      She had to.
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        * * *

      

      After sleeping four hours, Josh showered and dressed in fresh clothes, made himself a sandwich, and headed back out to the car. The sleep had helped tremendously and, coupled with his mother’s improvement, put a smile on his face as he headed toward the hospital.

      By the time he arrived, the halls of Jackson Hospital were bustling. Phones rang. Nurses hurried down hallways in soft-soled shoes. Carts rattled as volunteers distributed flowers and cards. And inside Margaret Donnelly’s room, the blinds had been opened and the sun allowed to enter.

      Josh stepped in, afraid Mama might be sleeping, but she was sitting up, a tray in front of her. One corner of her mouth still drooped, but a nurse wiped her chin as Mama tried to sip from a straw.

      .Josh’s heart squeezed. “Mama! You’re up!”

      She raised her left hand and he wrapped his fingers around it. Her skin felt warm and alive.

      Her lips worked, struggling. “You—you doin’ okay?”

      “I’m doin’ fine, Mama. But don’t worry about me. Just focus on getting better.”

      The nurse offered the cup of water again, but Margaret Donnelly pushed it away. “I need to t-talk to you.”

      Josh smiled. “I’m right here. I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

      She blinked hard, struggling to form each word. “Been thinkin’ and d-on’t w-want you . . . be ‘lone.” Her hand curled around his. “Y-you . . . need . . . wife. F-fam’ly.” A tear spilled from her eye and slid over her cheek. “F-fill . . . house . . . with . . . love.”

      Josh couldn’t speak, unable to push words past the lump in his throat. She had teased him about finding a wife, but never with this kind of urgency.

      “I hear you, Mama,” he whispered.

      Her eye closed, as if talking had exhausted her. After a moment, she forced the cooperative eye open again.

      “Go . . . home,” she said. “Rest.” Her chin trembled. “See . . . you . . . mornin’. Love you.”

      “I want to stay a while.”

      “N-no, J-Josh. G-go home.”

      Josh cupped her hand between both of his. She was awake and fighting. God had answered his prayer.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll go. But only ‘cause you asked me to.” His smile wavered. “I’ll be back first thing tomorrow. As soon as visiting hours start.”

      He leaned over and kissed her left cheek, the one she could feel. Her skin was warm beneath his lips.

      As he straightened, he saw the doctor in the doorway. The man stepped inside.

      “She’s up,” Josh said, unable to stop a smile.

      “I see that,” the doctor said. “An encouraging sign.” He studied the monitors at Margaret’s bedside and jotted notes on her chart. “Your mother has a good chance of recovering significant function.”

      “That’s great.”

      The doctor nodded. “We’ll know more over the next few days, but yes—she has youth and determination on her side.”

      Josh stepped back to his mother, squeezed her hand again, and released a trembling breath. “I won’t forget what you said,” he whispered. “I promise.”

      Then, with one last look, Josh released his mama’s hand and stepped into the hallway with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Josh only meant to close his eyes for a minute. The house was dense with quiet, and he hadn’t realized how drained he was until he sank onto the sofa. Sunlight slanted through the thin curtains as dust motes drifted like slow-moving dancers.

      The motion must have put him to sleep, then the phone rang, sharp and unexpected, in the dark.

      Josh jolted upright, his heart thudding, and hurried to the phone mounted on the kitchen wall. “Hello?”

      A man’s voice—steady, professional, and calm—filled his ear.

      “Mr. Donnelly? This is Dr. Henley at Jackson Hospital. I’m very sorry to have to tell you that your mother passed away this afternoon.”

      The words hit like a punch to the gut. Josh gripped the counter to stay upright.

      “What?”

      The doctor kept talking, his voice soft but clinical, using words Josh could barely process—embolism . . . unexpected . . . sudden cardiac stress . . . nothing more we could do. The phrases slid past him like water over stones.

      He heard himself speaking, but the words sounded as if they came from a stranger inhabiting his body.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Yes, I understand.”

      “No . . . no, thank you. I don’t—no, I don’t need to come back to the hospital.”

      He couldn’t go back. The sterile halls, the machines . . .

      The smell of disinfectant still clung to his clothes.

      The doctor kept talking, his words slow and precise. “. . . then we can have her transported to the funeral home in Peculiar. You can meet them tomorrow morning to make the arrangements.”

      Josh cleared his throat. “Yes. I’ll do that.”

      “We’re very sorry for your loss.”

      The line clicked, and silence swam up to fill the kitchen.

      Josh lowered the phone as if it weighed a hundred pounds. He stood motionless, staring at his reflection in the window—his hair mussed from sleep, his eyes wide and dazed, his face slack with disbelief.

      She’s gone.

      If he had known this afternoon would be the last time he talked to her, he would have said so much more. He would have held her hand longer, told her she was the best mama in the world. That he loved her with his whole heart. That he wasn’t ready to lose her.

      But he had believed she would pull through.

      He had prayed. Begged. And God had helped her, just not the way he wanted . . .

      God had healed her, but not for this earth.

      “Mama.” Josh’s voice cracked. He gripped the counter as hot tears slid over his cheeks, addressing the woman whose soul seemed as present as the wallpaper on the walls. “Mama, I know you’re okay now. I know you’re in heaven.”

      His voice trembled, and the kitchen blurred.

      “But I’m sure gonna miss you.”

      He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes. Loneliness pressured his ribs and made breathing feel like work.

      And then, in the stillness, he heard a voice. Not aloud, but in that deep place where faith spoke louder than sound.

      Your mother gave you everything she could . . . I will supply the rest.

      Josh remembered his mother as she had been before the stroke—bright-eyed, an apron tied around her waist, teasing him about his messy hair and the way he tossed his dirty socks toward the hamper, but never in it.

      His breath caught as a memory rose in his thoughts—comforting and familiar, like a hand smoothing his hair.

      In his mind’s eye, his mother’s face softened in a smile as warm and steady as a sunrise. He saw her move to her desk, the place where she paid the bills and kept important papers. “Look here, Josh. If something happens to me, everything you need is in this drawer.”

      The memory faded, but the impression lingered, a nudge as real as a hand on his shoulder.

      Josh wiped his cheeks, drew a shaky breath, and walked to the desk.

      Everything he needed. What did that mean? He didn’t know, but she did.

      In the hush of the empty house, he sat and opened the drawer, each movement guided by a love that would never leave him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Heather drifted down Main Street, kicking at a stray pebble as it skittered ahead of her. Brett was at the park, strumming songs that might earn enough for ramen and a bag of apples. Since she couldn’t sing or whistle, she wandered while he played. Walking kept her busy—kept her from staring too long at the hollow places in her life.

      A week in Peculiar had taught her the rhythms of the town, but today the air felt heavy on her shoulders.

      She wrapped her arms around her middle, her fingers settling below her ribs. She wasn’t showing yet, but she could feel the tiny, growing truth inside her. She thought about telling Brett every day. Thought about choosing the right moment, a soft one.

      But Brett liked soft moments only when they were about him.

      The last time she’d tried—when she joked about sitting outside the church with a cardboard sign reading Homeless and Pregnant—he looked at her like she’d pulled a gun.

      That was when she knew he wouldn’t want the baby. And if she pressed, he might not want her.

      She was passing the Peculiar Community Church when she noticed a cluster of people at the small cemetery. Curious—and grateful for a distraction—Heather slowed.

      The mourners stood in a loose half-circle around a narrow mound of fresh earth. Their heads bowed as a minister read from the Bible. And there, near the front, stood the tall, lanky
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open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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