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      To my wife. She’s simply amazing in every way.
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      This book is dedicated to my daughter, Dorothea. Without her love, patience, faith and support, this book would not have been possible. Her humor kept me sane and her passion kept me focused. Thank you, beautiful!
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      The Gabby Wells Thrillers was one of my early works. It’s a little rough around the edges, but I love the books just the same.

      The character of Gabby Wells started out in a movie screenplay that I wrote seven years before this book series. The screenplay inspired me to write two seasons of a Gabby Wells TV show.

      Then Amazon released the Kindle and instead of trying to raise a lot of money to make a movie or a TV series, I thought it would be fun to make Gabby’s adventures available in a novel series.

      I had been writing stories since I was nine years old, but, inspired by the likes of Steven Spielberg and Alfred Hitchcock, I wanted my stories to become movies. I taught myself how to write screenplays, won some awards, had a few optioned, had one produced, and every year for over two decades I wrote at least one screenplay a year.

      Training my brain to conceive of an idea as a book instead of a screenplay took a few years. Teaching myself how to write a novel was a difficult, but, ultimately, a rewarding experience.

      The first unproduced season of Gabby Wells became my first novel called Water & Blood. With the help of my patient and loving daughter Dorothea, with whom I had created the Gabby Wells character, I wrote and rewrote that first novel. It took 57 full re-writes to take that first season and turn it into Water & Blood. It took over 50 more rewrites to make it a competent work.

      I still had a long way to go.

      I then moved onto the second season of the unproduced TV series and wrote Shadows & Lies. I had grown so much as a writer that, by the time I was done, the first novel read horribly.

      I couldn’t muster up the creative strength to re-write Water & Blood again. So, I decided to create a new origin story for Gabby, which is the first novel in this series, Kneel & Prey.

      One of the ideas I had when crafting the character of Gabby Wells was to elevate her conflict and the cost of failure by doing something bold.

      The greatest challenges most characters face are physical, emotional and/or psychological. Those battle wounds leave scars, but could diminish over time.

      I wanted to turn it up a notch and thought it would be better if the cost of Gabby’s failure was more than just temporary, but eternal.

      I thought, what if God asked Gabby to stop a murderer? Failing to stop the killer would leave a corpse.

      Failing God could be even worse.

      This was the most divisive decision I made in this series.

      I wanted Gabby’s struggle to be greater than her own life. In making that decision, I had to be truthful with her character and her belief system and what layers of conflict that would add while she tried to stop an evil act in her small town.

      Most people enjoyed the idea.

      Some were put off by any mention of God, while others thought the story didn’t have enough God in it.

      Turned out I found a way to upset both sides of the argument. :)

      The idea of divine intervention or a divine call in fiction, TV or movies isn’t new. Bruce Almighty. Touched by an Angel. God Friended Me. Quantum Leap. There are many more.

      Personally, I loved what that brought to the story and to Gabby’s life. I hope you do too.

      With each book I became a better novelist. Without this early series I wouldn’t be the writer I am today.

      So, sit back, enjoy entering Gabby’s tumultuous life and please forgive any writing bumps you encounter along the way. :)

      

      Pete - June 2019
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      From the books he'd read, those who sought revenge rarely were the better for it. It didn't fill the void in them. It didn't diminish their suffering. It often led to their self-destruction.

      He didn't care.

      Hatred had grown to consume him and vengeance was all that was left to express it. Civil ways to resolve his pain had decayed into dust months ago.

      Soon his acts would lead to his infamy, but he wasn't after the fame. He wanted to bring to light those events others had tried to keep hidden.

      If that meant many would die so that he could kill a few, so be it. The fog of war allowed for such imprecision.

      In one month’s time he would fill the streets with rivers of blood.

      He didn't care what happened to him after that.

      As he checked another day off his calendar, counting down to the moment he would exact his revenge, it wasn't lost on him that he could be causing the same anguish in others that had led him down his own lonely path.

      It reminded him of a phrase his mother liked to say.

      "Life wasn't fair."

      He knew it to be true. And death wasn't either.

      He’d be certain of it.
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      God talked to Gabby.

      It’d been happening since she was a child. It wasn’t  so much a conversation as it was an information dump. Some were heavy on details, but most were not.

      Some people could confuse such an experience for intuition, but it was more than that. These were thoughts she didn’t think and ideas she didn’t inspire. They were images and feelings, knowledge and understanding, that was above her own experiences.

      These God chats didn’t happen often and sometimes the silence between them scared her, especially when the world needed obvious clarification.

      Even so, she didn’t talk about it. Not even to her father. Wasn’t much of a point. It’s not like moments of divine inspiration included answers to test she didn’t study for or insight into boys with whom she liked. It certainly didn’t explain why her mother died when she was a child.

      God was frustratingly inconsistent that way, yet comforting none-the-less.  There seemed to be a method to his divine madness, like she could see glimpses into how the pieces of her life were fitting together in a master plan, but more often than not God’s call felt like a punch in the gut and an impulse to spring into action.. She was definitely an act first, think later type of girl, much to the chagrin of her father, teachers, the principal and some of her friends.

      She used to try to fight against her hard wiring, but eventually gave up. They say God didn’t make mistakes, so, he got all of Gabby, the good and the bad.

      She hadn’t heard from the big guy in a few months. She wanted to find comfort in his absence, but couldn’t help but feel the longer the silence lasted, the greater the ask that was to come later.

      Instead of relaxing, she prepared, like a hunter before the hunt.

      God was going to call on her. It was the way things worked. It wasn’t if, but when. No sense in being surprised when he tapped her on the shoulder.

      Today, Gabby was happy the man upstairs was quiet in the shadows. He probably wouldn’t have approved of what she was attempting to do. There was usually friction between doing things the right way and doing them Gabby’s way. It was part of the mess God created by making her. With the seconds counting down, she couldn’t afford an interruption, not even from him.

      This wasn’t the first time Gabby had snuck her way through Safety Harbor High unnoticed. It probably wouldn’t be the last. Heck, she could do it blindfolded.

      Actually, she had, once. But that wouldn’t help her now. Not today.

      Down the long, empty hall, the gray cinderblock walls resembled a prison and the harsh florescent lights cast a light green hue. Flanked on either side by two-tiered lockers, classroom doors interrupted the repetitive design, and windows resembling square portholes peered in on the students and teachers.

      All was quiet, except for two grumbling figures ducking behind a large trash bin at the end of the hall.

      Traversing the school unseen during seventh period was difficult, especially on a Friday. Impatient students, struggling to maintain focus during their last period, would let their minds and eyes wander. They’d gaze into the halls, longing to be on the other side of the door, and daydream about a life outside of school.

      Gabby wouldn’t normally risk getting caught navigating the campus when she should be in her history class.

      Well, not again.

      But today was different. The stakes were high and she was short on time.

      She slid out from behind the trashcan and glided up next to the first door, motioning for Emma to join her.

      Emma.

      Her best friend was now her biggest obstacle. Gifted with the agility of a lead anchor, Emma plodded up behind her. She might have been funny, spontaneous, and wild at parties, but today, Emma was a liability.

      “We should head back,” Emma said, her gaze darting down the corridor.

      “Lower your voice,” Gabby said. “We’re almost there.”

      Detention today would be worse than expulsion. Okay, maybe not that bad, but pretty close. Today was the last day of Gabby’s freshman year and no one, especially Gabby, wanted to have to stay after school when that final bell chimed.

      Which was why, in situations like this, Gabby preferred to work alone. Why she would have today, if she had a choice. But she didn’t. And, whining about it wasn’t going to help.

      Bobbing and weaving through the hall, Gabby and Emma found their way to Mr. Thompson’s office.

      Gabby tried the knob.

      It was locked.

      “We’re toast,” Emma said, glancing down at a man’s wristwatch in her hand. “And we’re down to ninety seconds.”

      “Plenty of time.” Gabby said as she knelt in front of the door.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What I always do,” she said, pulling a pair of bobby pins from underneath her fashionably tattered baseball cap. “Improvise.”

      If Gabby had a vice, it was her love of hats. She didn’t remember when her affinity for them started; she just knew she looked better wearing one.

      Plus, they were a great place to hide things.

      She wiggled the bobby pins in the lock like a skilled thief, feeling for the tumblers, while Emma peered over her shoulder.

      “You really have to show me how you do that,” Emma said.

      “I don’t think so. You are many things to many people, Em. You’re smart, a great friend, and you tan really easily, which annoys me to no end…”

      “But?”

      The tumblers fell into place and made a satisfying click. Gabby swung the door open.

      “But you can’t keep a secret to save your life,” Gabby said.

      They entered and Emma closed the door behind them.

      “You’d better hurry,” Emma said.

      “I’m on it.”

      Gabby slid Mr. Thompson’s worn chair up to his wooden desk. She clicked on the monitor and woke the computer from its sleep. Like Thompson’s desktop computer, the high school was way past its prime.

      Gabby didn’t complain.

      Older technology meant easier access.

      With a quick crack of her knuckles, she began to hack into Mr. Thompson’s computer while Emma stood on her tiptoes and kept watch through the small window.

      “I can keep a secret, Gabs,” Emma said.

      “Like how you and Jake are dating again?” Gabby asked as she typed.

      “We’re not dating. We only went to the movies. And got something to eat. And made out in his car for a while. I guess some would call it a date, but I wouldn’t. I didn’t. I don’t.”

      Gabby chuckled and raised an eyebrow.

      Emma bit her lip. “You had no idea, did you?”

      “Nope. But I do now.”

      “Don’t tell anyone, okay? Everyone hates Jake after what happened.”

      “And so should you,” Gabby said. “Most people don’t like getting duct taped to the school fence. I know I didn’t.”

      “I’ve forgiven him. You should too.”

      “Forgiveness isn’t my strong suit. You know that. Besides, Jake’s not worth the effort.”

      “He is to me,” Emma said, glancing at the watch. “We’re down to sixty seconds.”

      “Almost done.”

      Crunch time. Gabby loved it. That was when things got interesting.

      Thompson’s computer hummed as Gabby scanned the files. She examined one directory after another until her mouse hovered above her target.

      A folder labelled Final Exam.

      A few keystrokes later, the test printed out behind her and she held it out to Emma with a flourish.

      “Your skills are both impressive and concerning,” Emma said.

      Gabby smiled and folded the test, stuffing it under her cap.

      “We’ve only got twenty-five seconds left,” Emma said.

      “I hope you’re wearing running shoes.”

      They ducked and dodged through the corridors like pinballs bouncing from one bumper to the next. Adrenaline pumped through Gabby’s veins and a smile filled her face. When everyone else panicked, she felt calm.

      For Gabby, chaos was comforting.

      They sprinted past the principal’s office and burst into the auditorium — running straight into Mr. Thompson’s class.

      Thompson stood in front of the students, his arms crossed.

      “Hey, Mr. Thompson,” Gabby panted.

      “Ladies, do you have something you’d like to show me?” he asked.

      Emma swallowed hard.

      Gabby reached under her hat and removed the stolen test.

      “Is this what you’re looking for, Mr. T.?” she asked.

      Mr. Thompson snatched the paper and scanned it closely, jutting out his chin as he read each page.

      Gabby surveyed the class, trying to gauge the tension in the room. Hoping for some support, she held her gaze on her friend Hamilton.

      Time stopped when she looked at him.

      He didn’t know that. No one did. That was okay, for now. She wasn’t ready to tell him things had changed for her. There was plenty of time for that later.

      Mr. Thompson sighed.

      “Well, Hamilton?” he asked.

      Hamilton looked at his vintage watch and smiled.

      “One minute, fifty-eight seconds,” Hamilton said. “She did it.”

      The class cheered and Gabby bowed.

      Mr. Thompson held up a single finger for silence and the buzz in the room quickly diminished.

      “I am a man of my word,” he said. “Pizza is on me.”

      The cafeteria staff brought in boxes of pizza as Emma returned Mr. Thompson’s watch to him.

      “I never doubted her for a second,” she said.

      “I bet,” Thompson said with a smirk.

      As Gabby watched her classmates devour their year-end pizza, she allowed herself to enjoy the moment. There were so few times she felt like she belonged and this was one of them.

      She felt a firm hand on her elbow.

      “Well done, Ms. Wells,” Mr. Thompson said. “I guess everything I’ve heard about you is true.”

      Gabby blushed.

      “I hope not everything,” she said.

      “I’ll know better than to challenge you again.”

      “Good idea. The odds were definitely stacked against you.”

      “Confidence,” he said. “I like that. All said — the cost of a pizza party was worth knowing what you were capable of, Ms. Wells. I’ll have to keep that in mind next year.”

      “What I’m capable of, Mr. Thompson, is worth a heck of a lot more than a pizza party.”
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      Thirty minutes and two slices of pizza later, the school year ended and the student body surged from the building like a pimpled-skin tsunami.

      Gabby kept a steady pace toward the parking lot as waves of teens passed around her. Emma trudged next to her, lugging her backpack on her back, the searing June heat welcoming them to summer.

      Gabby, carrying nothing but a notebook, smiled.

      “You need any help, Em?” she asked.

      “Nope,” Emma said with a grunt.

      “You sure?”

      “I got it.” She adjusted the straps cutting into her shoulders. “I should have emptied my locker before today.”

      Gabby held up her notebook.

      “You gotta plan ahead, Em.”

      “Like today? That wasn’t the first time you’ve broken into Mr. Thompson’s office, is it?”

      “No, it was,” Gabby said. “But it wasn’t the first time I’ve picked my way through a school door.”

      “Like where?”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      They stopped on the border of the parking lot and watched the juniors and seniors screech off the school property with joyful urgency.

      “Look at them,” Gabby said with a sigh. “It’s not fair. In middle school, it used to be cool to be a year older than everyone else in my class. But now, I’m the only fifteen-year-old freshman— “

      “We’re sophomores now,” Emma said.

      “Freshman, sophomore, it doesn’t matter. My dad still won’t let me get a driver’s permit. I’ve been stuck riding my bike since sixth grade. It’s…”

      “Embarrassing,” Emma said.

      “Exactly. I can’t wait to drive. What kind of car do you want, Em?”

      “I’m in no hurry.”

      She motioned across the parking lot. A short blast from a police siren split the exiting cars like the Red Sea and a sheriff’s cruiser approached.

      Emma grinned. “I like my ride.”

      “Your dad isn’t going to let you drive that around town, you know.”

      “Well, not with permission.”

      Gabby shook her head and laughed.

      “You’re an awful influence.”

      “You wanna ride home?” Emma asked.

      “I’m not going home.”

      “Right. Father Peters.”

      “Yup,” Gabby said.

      “That’s okay. We can drop you off there too.”

      Emma opened the passenger door and leaned in.

      “Dad, can you pop the trunk?” she asked.

      The trunk creaked open. Gabby retrieved her bike and tossed it inside, using her belt to tie the trunk down, the front wheel dangling out.

      Easing into the back of the police car, she slid across a hard, plastic seat with two indentations wide enough for two average-sized butts or one massive butt with two large cheeks. Each seat included a deep notch for cuffed hands.

      “New back seats, Mr. Durant?” Gabby asked.

      “Do you like ‘em?” Sheriff Durant said, putting the car in gear.

      “Not my first choice, no.”

      “Our passengers aren’t too kind to the furniture. This should help ‘em last longer. Besides, it’s easier cleanin’ up when the drunks vomit.”

      “That’s… nice,” Gabby said, raising her butt off the seat to make sure she wasn’t resting in day-old fluids.

      “Can you drop her off at the church?” Emma asked.

      “Sure. You still meetin’ with Father Peters after all these years?”

      “Every Friday at three,” Gabby said. “It still helps. I guess I’ll stop going when it doesn’t anymore.”

      As the car bounced out of the parking lot, Gabby glanced over to the empty seat next to her.

      She had skills most kids her age didn’t, like take on Mr. Thompson’s challenge without a second thought. But she also knew those same skills might lead her to the backseat of a police cruiser one day. No matter how noble her intentions, Gabby was certain such a ride was inevitable. She just hoped Sheriff Durant would be the one to put the cuffs on her. At least he’d be gentle.

      She sat back and tried to enjoy the air-conditioned ride, knowing the drive to the church wouldn’t take long. Safety Harbor was only five square miles. It took her less than forty-five minutes to ride her bike from one edge of town to the other. It’d take a lot less in a sheriff’s car.

      She knew most people in town and nearly everyone at her high school. Gabby loved that.

      She knew few as well as the Durant family. The town elected Emma’s dad as the sheriff ten years ago, and he’d run the small police force ever since. They had six officers in all. Three full time, and three part time. Her small town wasn’t perfect, but she couldn’t imagine a better place to grow up, despite the scars it had given her.

      As it turned out, their ride to the church would not be as direct as she had hoped. A blare from the police radio pierced Gabby’s thoughts.

      “Ten-eighteen, Sheriff Durant,” the radio chirped.

      Durant pulled the hand set from the dash.

      “This is the sheriff,” he said. “I am en route to Espiritu Santo Church.”

      “We have a ten-thirty-three near the Crossing Ice Cream Shop,” the dispatcher said. “It involved a train.”

      “Oh God,” he mumbled as he hit the sirens and turned on the lights. “Hold on, girls.”

      Gabby’s body pressed into the plastic seat as the car accelerated, the businesses on Main Street flashing by in a blur.

      “What’s a ten-thirty-three?” Gabby asked.

      “An accident,” Emma said.

      Gabby cringed. “On the train track?”

      “Dispatch, how many cars were involved?” Durant asked.

      The radio hummed with an ominous pause.

      “None, sir,” the dispatcher said. “It was a pedestrian.”

      Gabby could see Durant’s head drop slightly and his hands grip the steering wheel a little tighter.

      “When we get there, you two stay in the car. Do you hear me?” he said with a fatherly tone. “Do not get out and do not approach the crime scene. I’ll have one of the other officers take you where you need to go.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gabby and Emma said.

      Other than her father, Gabby trusted few people. Sheriff Durant was one of them. Not because he was the top dog in local law enforcement. That was just a side benefit. It was because Emma and Gabby had been friends since preschool and had rarely spent a day away from each other.

      The Durants were as close to blood as Gabby had known and she needed that. Within her was an unrelenting void she couldn’t define, and it drove her to create a patchwork of friends to fill the emptiness. Maybe God would fill that hole, if she let him.

      The car lurched as it slowed, and the tires shuddered as they passed over the raised railroad tracks. Gabby peered through the window at city and county vehicles scattered along the side of the road, their lights sparkling the sky. Police cars, fire trucks, and an ambulance. It seemed as if every city employee with flashing lights had showed up.

      Between two fire trucks Gabby spied a large, taped-off area near the tracks, in the middle of which lay a body covered with a bloody cloth. Almost two hundred yards further, she could see the end of a long train. A shaken engineer rubbed his forehead as he relayed to an officer the events that led to the mangled body lying in the grass.

      “You girls wait here,” Durant said as he thrust the car into park. He hurried over to the scene, his large frame moving with surprising speed.

      Gabby and Emma sat in the idling car, the fan of the air conditioner dulling the sounds outside.

      “I wonder who it is?” Emma asked.

      Shivers ran up Gabby’s spine.

      “I hope it’s not someone we know,” Gabby said.

      “It’s Safety Harbor. We know everyone.”

      “I know, but…”

      Above the whirl of the air conditioner, through the noise of cars, onlookers, and the occasional siren, Gabby heard a sound she recognized.

      “Oh God, no,” she said.

      She opened the door to hear the pained cry of a wailing child.
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      The child’s cry echoed in Gabby’s mind, for she had heard it so many times before. With her heart racing, she hopped out from the back of the cruiser and peered toward the collection of flashing lights.

      “Gabs, we’re supposed to stay in the car,” Emma said through the window.

      "Ssshhh," Gabby said.

      She followed the child's sobs to the back of the ambulance where Jasper, a lanky paramedic, struggled to calm a five-year-old girl who twisted, trying to squirm free.

      “Little one, you have to sit still,” Jasper said. “Please. Stop moving.”

      “Her name is Stacy," Gabby said. "She’s deaf. And she doesn’t read lips.”

      Gabby held Stacy’s tear-streaked cheeks and it took the little girl a moment to recognize her.

      Gabby signed to her as she spoke.

      “Are you okay?” Gabby asked.

      Stacy cried desperate grunts, her arms stiff out in front of her, her fingers opening and closing, trying to draw Gabby near.

      “Are you hurt?” Gabby signed.

      “No,” Stacy signed back as her hands burst into a flurry of movement.

      “What’s she saying?” Jasper asked.

      “She wants to know if her mom is okay.”

      Jasper’s pause told Gabby everything.

      He shook his head.

      “No, she didn’t make it.”

      Gabby’s struggled to form her hands into comforting words. Instead, she reached down and lifted the little girl into her arms, embracing her, feeling her chest heave with nervous, shallow breaths. Gabby knew she should say something, but words weren’t enough.

      She didn’t know how to explain that her mother had just died, no more than when Gabby’s second grade teacher told her the same thing.

      Yet, Stacy deserved to know the truth.

      “Your mother,” Gabby signed. “She’s not okay. She… she passed away.”

      Stacy burst into fresh tears, unable to hear her screams above the turmoil. Her small arms flailed, appearing to sign the same words over and over again.

      “What’s she doing?" Jasper asked. "Is she okay?”

      “She says it’s her fault,” Gabby said. “She’s repeating — It’s all my fault. It’s all my fault.”

      Gabby pulled Stacy to her chest and whispered, “Sshhh,” into ears that couldn’t hear.

      “You know how to sign,” Jasper said. “You a relative or something?”

      “No, I used to be her babysitter. What happened to her mom?”

      “From what they could tell it looked like…”

      “Regina,” Gabby said.

      “Regina was getting two cones over at the ice cream shop and…”

      “Stacy.”

      “Stacy wandered near the railroad tracks. She didn’t hear the train coming, so her mom ran over and pushed her out of the way before getting caught under the wheels.”

      Gabby looked down the road and spotted the ice cream splattered near the gutter, the melting white and brown dessert pooling into a single beige puddle.

      “Regina saved her daughter’s life,” Jasper said. “She’s a hero.”

      Gabby stepped back and glared at him.

      “Heroes don’t die,” she said.

      His brow furrowed with confusion.

      “But… but, she saved Stacy’s life.”

      “That doesn’t make it better.”

      Gabby caressed the little girl’s hair as Stacy buried her head into her shoulder.

      “Gabby!” Durant yelled as he approached, his thick form quickly towering over her. “I told you to wait in the car.”

      “Stacy was crying,” she said. “She needed me.”

      “I understand that, but you should have done what I told ya to do. How’s the little girl doin’?”

      “Her mom just died. How do you think?”

      “I mean, is she hurt, physically?”

      “Just some scrapes and bruises,” Jasper said. “Nothing serious.”

      “Nothing serious?” Gabby whisked around and punched Jasper in the chest. “What the hec is wrong with you? Nothing serious!”

      Durant pulled Gabby aside.

      “Gabby, I know you’re upset,” he said. "We all are. Regina was a brave woman, handling Stacy all on her own after her husband walked out on ‘em. But, punchin’ poor ol’ Jasper ain’t exactly the right way to express it. Now, I know this is churnin’ up bad memories for ya and no one would blame you for revisiting it all, but Jasper ain’t the target you should be aiming at. Besides, Regina’s sister Rhonda is making her way up here to come be with Stacy, so why don’t ya pass the little girl on to me and we’ll get you on your way?”

      Gabby pressed her face into Stacy’s hair, enjoying the familiar scent of her shampoo.

      “I can wait until Rhonda arrives,” Gabby said. “Father Peters will understand.”

      “That could be today. Could be tomorrow. Rhonda wasn’t expecting to have to travel. She’s doin’ what she can. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of Stacy in the meantime.” Durant gently pried the frightened girl from Gabby’s hands. “Let’s get you to your appointment.”

      Stacy gently rested her head on Durant’s muscular shoulder and Gabby kissed the little girl on the forehead, signing as she spoke.

      “I’ll see you soon, okay?” Gabby said. “You be a good girl. And it’s okay to cry, no matter what anyone says. Don’t forget that.”

      Stacy nodded, tears welling up in her once again. Gabby gave the girl’s hand one last squeeze and walked back toward the police cruiser in a daze.

      She knew what was heading Stacy’s way and every step was going to be difficult. Overwhelming. Depressing. The loss would feel like it was going to last forever. Life would no longer make sense. Colors would appear as if they were washed with gray, and days would blur into months, then years. There was no way to stop it. This was going to be Stacy’s life from now on.

      It had been Gabby’s for almost as long as she could remember.

      Why would Stacy’s be any different?
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      One of the police officers took Durant’s cruiser and drove Gabby to the church. On the way, Emma inundated her with questions Gabby couldn’t answer. Her best friend had never experienced loss like that and Gabby couldn’t explain it in a way she would understand.

      Emma’s life was full of fun and frivolity. Her prime mission was to pry joy out of every moment.

      It was one of the reasons Gabby loved spending time with her. Emma brought a light into the world Gabby didn’t normally see.

      Yet, she couldn’t explain to her the cost of the tragedy at the railroad tracks. Her dad would have to do that. Gabby was certain he’d done it before, whenever his job had crossed paths with death.

      After getting dropped off in the church parking lot, Gabby wished she’d never gotten into the police cruiser. Her bike path to the church by-passed the railroad tracks and all the old feelings of her mother’s death wouldn’t be rising within her.

      Gabby leaned her bicycle against the wall of the church rectory and left it unlocked, wishing someone would steal it. She’d been leaving it unchained for months, with the faint hope her father would feel sorry for her after it was stolen and allow her to get a drivers license.

      So far, thieves had the same aversion to her bike as she did.

      She entered the rectory, took her first right, and, two doors down the hall, silently into Father Peters’ small and cramped rectory office. There was only one place in the room where a chair would fit for his infrequent visitors, in the back corner next to a fake potted plant in serious need of dusting.

      Father Peters stood behind his large desk with his back to the door. Piles of things he needed to do, wanted to do, and what he’d been avoiding, were sprawled across it.

      Wrapping around two of the walls behind him were floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with books on faith, marriage, addiction, abuse, and forgiveness. It seemed like a lot of reading for one man, but Gabby knew he relied on them to do his job.

      Father Peters hunched over and scoured through an opened shipping box. Gabby slid across the room, plopping into the chair with a loud thump.

      “You’re late,” he said without turning around.

      “Sorry. Regina Simpson died.”

      He tilted his head and peered over his shoulder.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Got hit by a train. But she saved Stacy, so I guess that’s something.”

      “What a tragedy. Regina was such a nice woman. I’ll have to call on the family later. They’re not Catholic, but grief doesn’t have a denomination does it? Was Stacy okay?”

      “No physical injuries.”

      He turned and eased his rotund form into his desk chair.

      “It will be hard for her,” he said. “But she’ll persevere. You did.”

      Gabby scoffed with a huff.

      “Have you been listening to me for the last seven years?” she asked. “I haven’t overcome anything.”

      His chubby cheeks rose as he smiled.

      “That’s not true. When your father suggested I help you, do you remember what we did that first meeting?”

      “No.”

      “Nothing. You sat with a scowl on your face, much like the one you have right now. Your were slumped in the chair, arms crossed and stared at me for sixty straight minutes.”

      “Really? I don’t remember much from back then.”

      “It took three months for you to tell me anything substantial. You were a broken little girl. But, look at you now? Determined. Gifted. You help people. Granted, I don’t always approve of your methods, but that’s for another day.”

      She wanted to agree with him, but the weight of the morning would not abate. She shifted in her seat.

      “Is something on your mind?” he asked.

      “Yes, Father,” she said. “I don’t get it.”

      “Get what?”

      “The point.”

      “To…”

      “Today, Regina died saving Stacy…”

      “Considering the alternative, that’s a good thing, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Is it?” she asked. “With all the stuff with my mom, what happened to her and all, I was wondering, today at the railroad tracks, if it was supposed to be the other way around? Maybe it was Stacy’s time, not her mom’s. Aren’t they messing with destiny or fate or something?”

      “If fate existed, Gabby, you’re the last person to let it play out.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Your friends, your classmates, they come to you with a problem and you help them. You step in. You fix it when you can. Often times, you make a mess doing it, but, you, of all people, never leave it to fate.”

      “That’s not the same thing, Father. Finding a missing cell phone or helping a kid stop getting picked on in the cafeteria isn’t changing lives.”

      “It is for the person you’re helping,” he said.

      Gabby stood and paced the room.

      “I’m not talking about petty things, Father, the stupid stuff I do. I’m talking about… My mom died. It was her time. That’s it. Her life ended on that day, at that moment. All our clocks run out, right? They stop ticking and only God knows when. Then why fight it?”

      “So, what you’re saying is Regina should have done nothing?”

      “I’m saying, her sacrifice didn’t mean anything. She just shifted some of her minutes from her clock to Stacy’s, but nothing changed. We all die.”

      “Yes, we do.”

      “And it’s supposed to be better afterwards, right?”

      “Assuming we live a holy life, yes,” he said.

      “Then, why fight it? Why stick around here with sadness, accidents, husbands who walk out, and daughters who are born deaf?”

      “You expect life shouldn’t have suffering?”

      “Life is suffering. I just don’t see the point hanging around to indulge in it when your clock’s supposed to run out.”

      “Gabby, I know this morning brought you back to a dark place, but you have to fight the urge to stay there. Yes, life has suffering, but it’s not just a burden. It’s more than that. You may not believe this, but suffering can be good. Overcoming our greatest challenges are often our greatest victories.”

      “If you stay in the fight,” she said. “Is that what you mean?”

      “Yes. Walk the walk, no matter how difficult the path.”

      “Why does everything you say sound like a sermon?”

      “I’m not preaching to you, Gabby. I’m telling you how I see the world. I am a priest, after all. Eight years of seminary and theological studies leaves a mark,” he said with a smile.

      “So, God has me on a path?” Gabby sighed and brought up the one subject she’d only discussed with him. “Is that why he talks to me every once in a while?”

      “Seems silly to think otherwise, doesn’t it?”

      “What if I want to get off? Take my own path for once?”

      Father Peters nodded with kind eyes. He always understood her, even if he didn’t agree with her. He didn’t judge, but he would correct her. She needed that.

      “You see this?” he asked, pointing to the cardboard box on his desk. “My mother cleared out her closet. She’s in her eighties now and growing more fragile every year. To prevent any family squabbling, she decided to go through the house and send us the things she thinks we’d want ahead of time.” He frowned. “Her goal is to die in an empty house.”

      “I’m sorry, Father.”

      He pulled out an old Little League baseball trophy wrapped in thick bubble wrap.

      “When I was a kid, I played baseball,” he said. “Loved the game. Had major league dreams… everyone does at that age. I was the starting pitcher my last year. I loved trying to outwit the batter. Set him up with an inside fastball, strike him out with an outside change-up. I was in my element.”

      “I didn’t know you were athletic.”

      “I know it doesn’t show now, but yes, as a child I was quite active.”

      “Cool. Is that a championship trophy?” she asked.

      “Dear, no. We lost every game that year.”

      He leaned back in his chair, his eyes scanning through memories as if he was watching a movie.

      “I was so frustrated, Gabby, because no matter how hard I worked, the outcome remained the same. We lost. And I remember asking my mother why God wouldn’t let me win. Do you know what she said?”

      “You’re not a very good pitcher?” she teased.

      He chuckled.

      “No, she told me God must be preparing me for something. Something that would make sense later on in life.”

      Gabby leaned forward.

      “And what was that?”

      “To never give up. To only focus on what I could control and let God handle the rest.”

      He sat the trophy on his crowded desk.

      “If God didn’t teach me that lesson, to keep pitching no matter what happened, I’m certain I wouldn’t be where I am today.”

      She sat back in the chair, tapping the wooden arms, frustrated.

      “That’s a great story,” she said. “But God doesn’t seem to be as clear with me as he was with you. I mean, what’s Regina’s death supposed to teach me?”

      “Maybe something. Maybe nothing. It may have nothing to do with you, in the grand scheme of things. You have to wait and see. Above all, have a little faith.”

      “Is that your answer for everything?”

      He nodded. “It is the answer for everything.”

      “Of course it is. Comes with the collar.”

      Gabby stared at the floor and sighed. Her faith was tough, it’s tenets, hard at times, but she couldn’t imagine her life without it. No matter how difficult having faith could be for her, trusting was even harder.

      Father Peters expected her to do both.

      Only a few hours ago, she was enjoying a piece of pizza and hoping to figure out how to do what God asked of her in a way that didn’t offend him. Then, maybe she’d be able to enjoy the summer with her friends and spend the next year in high school without getting any detentions. After nine years, she was due for at least one school year with a clean record.

      But, after Regina’s death, all those minor concerns went away and old questions and doubts formed in her mind again.

      Why didn’t God stop Regina from dying?

      Why didn’t he nudged Stacy out of the way or keep her and her mom from getting ice cream in the first place?

      Why did Gabby’s mom have to leave the house and never come back?

      Why does God talk to her, but never answer that question?

      Why?

      “You want to take a detour off the path God has you on, don’t you?” he asked.

      “Is that possible? What if I get lost?”

      Father Peters looked over to the cardboard box and smiled. He unrolled the rectangular piece of bubble wrap and held it up in front of her.

      “Let’s say this bubble wrap is your life,” he said.

      “Not as impressive as I had hoped.”

      “And let’s say each one of these bubbles represents a major decision in your life. You can pick anyone you want.”

      She pointed at a bubble.

      “Let’s say this bubble is the decision on whether you’ll smoke pot or not,” he said.

      “Not.”

      “Okay.”

      He popped the bubble.

      “That decision has been made,” he said. “And every decision that would result if you had said ‘yes’ also disappears.”

      He popped four other bubbles, then hovered his thumb over another one.

      “And on to your next decision, your next fork in the road,” he said.

      “Bubbles. Paths. I don’t get it.”

      “While you’re on this bubble wrap, while you’re living your life, God knows every decision you could make and their effect. That’s his omnipotence. But you get to choose which direction you go. Yours or his. And, no matter what, you can’t get lost. Wherever you are, God knows how to get you back where he wants you to go.”

      “Okay, padre, let’s say you’re right.”

      She took the wrap and rubbed her fingers over the pillow-like bubbles.

      “Then, like Regina’s decision today, which one of these will be the last bubble I pop?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      The downtown gazebo was the center of Gabby’s universe. Located on Main Street, catty-corner from her father’s hardware store, the old, wooden structure with a circular roof looked like something out of a Mark Twain novel. Gabby and her friends, self-dubbed The Gang, considered it their home away from home.

      The Gang started when she and Emma met in preschool. Hamilton and his geeky persona joined them a few years later in second grade. In an environment where most boys ate paste, Hamilton wore rectangular glasses, matching clothes, and always carried a book in his hand. He was like a dorkish man among boys.

      Meeting him was quite a shock for Gabby. She was at the age where she’d started to become aware of the differences in people. Confused by Hamilton’s darker skin, she stopped by the hardware store.

      “Why can’t I have a tan like Hamilton?”she asked.

      “Because he’s black. You’re white.”

      “So?”

      “His ancestors come from Africa. Yours come from Europe.”

      “Does that matter?”

      “When it comes to skin tone, yes.”

      “So, I’ll never be able to tan like him?” she asked.

      “No, honey.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      Her father smiled.

      “No, it isn’t.”

      After that, she never thought about it again. One of the things she envied about Hamilton was how comfortable he was in his own nerdy personality. She marveled at his lack of interest in what other people thought of him, even if that made him an outcast.

      The last member to join The Gang was Scott. His family moved into town at the start of middle school, and that was when Gabby let him into the fold. Back then, he wasn’t the tall, handsome, athletic star he was today. He was awkward, a little shy, and one of the most sincere people she’d ever met. His inclusion into her extended family gave it a warmth it didn’t have before. As Scott started to grow into a man, so did his stature in The Gang. The rest of the group, including Gabby, were happy to follow his lead, knowing it would usually point them in the right direction.

      This, the last day of school, was going to be a joyous time where they’d get together at the gazebo and relish the months of freedom that lay ahead.

      The events at the train tracks changed that for Gabby.

      Her meeting with Father Peters extended into the evening. By the time she pedaled down the sidewalk and hopped up the stairs of the gazebo, everyone else had arrived.

      Hamilton stood in the middle of the raised, wooden floor, rambling on about some life-altering book he had recently read.

      Months ago, Gabby found his excitement about a book on snowflakes oddly humorous when they lived in Florida. And, she wondered how a story about Asian trade routes in the second century would improve his life during his freshman year.

      Today, he was giddy about frogs. Horned frogs, to be exact.

      She was happy to see him, especially now. His presence had made her stomach flutter with butterflies. It was a change to their relationship for her, one which she didn’t expect and had yet to share with anyone, including Hamilton.

      The dynamics of The Gang were firm, like cement, and she was afraid of what could happen if they found out she’d begun to fall for their nerdy friend, who was currently espousing the benefits of the horned frog’s third eye.

      Gabby sat on the gazebo floor in between Scott and Emma.

      “I’m sorry, a third eye?” Gabby asked.

      “Well, it’s not really a third eye,” Hamilton said. “It’s a gland on the top of their head that looks like one. But, what’s cool is when the horned frogs get angry, they can squirt a four-foot stream of blood from their eyes.”

      “Eww,” Emma said.

      “Sounds like something out of a horror movie,” Scott said.

      “I know, cool, right?” Hamilton asked. “Even today, in parts of Mexico, the folklore insists that the creatures that weep tears of blood are sacred.”

      “So that’s your book of the week, Ham?” Gabby asked.

      “Sacred Frogs of the Desert by Philmore Sandusteen,” he said.

      “Are you going to take a break from reading over the summer?”

      “No,” he said. “Just the opposite. I got a part-time job at the library. I start tomorrow.”

      “That’s perfect. How’d you score that?” she asked.

      “Funny story. They have these things called employment applications and if you fill them out, and they like you, sometimes they offer you a job.”

      “Fascinating,” Gabby said. “Has anyone else filled out one of these application doohickies?”

      Scott raised his hand. “Yeah, I’m going to be a lifeguard at the spa at their pool.”

      “Perfect,” Hamilton mumbled. “You’ll get to flex your muscles and get a tan. That’s not fair to the rest of us.”

      “Don’t be jealous, Ham,” Emma said. “We each have our gifts. Scott has looks. Gabby has tenacity. I have fun. You have brains. You’re smarter than all of us put together.”

      “Well, that’s not hard,” Hamilton said with a chuckle.

      Scott jumped on him and they began to wrestle across the gazebo floor. Gabby laughed and shook her head. As much as they longed to be men, they still acted liked boys.

      Emma leaned forward and whispered, “How are you doing, Gabs?”

      She removed her hat and ran her hand through her hair. “Good, I guess. And you?”

      “Unfortunately, I hear stories like Regina’s all the time. Murder, suicide, domestic violence… comes with being the daughter of the sheriff.”

      “Must make for interesting dinner conversation.”

      “Let’s just say my dad has a unique way of killing my appetite.”

      “I worry about little Stacy. At least I had my dad after my mom died. She has no one except an aunt she hardly knows.”

      “She’ll have you,” Emma said.

      Gabby smiled and nodded, “Yeah, she will.”

      Scott and Hamilton rolled to the far end of the gazebo and, over their bodies, Gabby noticed a figure standing across the street, watching them.

      “Who’s that?” Gabby asked, placing her hat back onto her head.

      Emma turned and peered through the railing. “That looks like that girl from history. Oh, what’s her name? Melody? Monica? Mitzy?”

      “Maureen,” Gabby said.

      “That’s it. Maureen something or other. She always sat in the back row. Quiet. Weird.”

      “I wonder what she wants?”

      “To creep me out.”

      “I doubt she wants that,” Gabby said. “Maybe she wants to join us?”

      “Many have tried to join The Gang, but few have succeeded.”

      “Don’t be a priss,” Gabby said.

      “Want me to go say something to her?” Emma pulled a pair of handcuffs out of her purse. “I could scare her.”

      “Why do you carry those things around?”

      “Because she’s a bad influence,” Hamilton said with Scott sitting on his back, his face pressed against the floor by Scott’s large hand. Hamilton smacked his hand on the wooden floor. “I tap out.”

      Scott stood up and helped him to his feet.

      “You’re getting better,” Scott said.

      “Really?” Hamilton asked.

      “No.”

      “Doesn’t matter, because by this time next year I won’t need my brains or brawn. I’ll have fully developed my signature look. It will impress the men and dazzle the ladies. No one will be able to keep their eyes off the Hamilton.”

      “The Hamilton?” Emma asked. “You’re not going to start referring to yourself in the third person, are you?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      “I have,” Emma said. “No. Never. Ever.”

      “Fine,” Hamilton said. “I’ll let my fashion do the talking.”

      “Good. Because, right now, it’s not speaking too highly of you.”

      They all laughed again, and Gabby allowed the levity to sink into her pores. She needed The Gang as much as she needed oxygen. They allowed her to indulge in a smidge of optimism.

      As the jokes and laughter continued, Gabby glanced across the street where Maureen remained standing, staring at them.

      Maureen was one of the high school enigmas. Even though she sat in Gabby’s history class every day, Maureen was forgettable. It may have been by choice or because the gods of Safety Harbor High deemed her insignificant.

      She thought Maureen had a brother. A senior. Also forgettable. Still, her hardened stare was growing uncomfortable.

      “Do the thing,” Hamilton said to Gabby.

      “The what?” Gabby asked, jolted from her thoughts.

      Emma held up her handcuffs with a growing grin.

      “Seriously? Again?” Gabby asked. “When is this going to get old?”

      “When you can’t do it,” Scott said.

      Gabby took the handcuffs and slid her fingers across the circumference of each metal cuff.

      “This is the last time,” Gabby said.

      “You said that before,” Hamilton said.

      “I mean it this time.”

      “You said that before too,” Scott said.

      She slapped the first cuff around her wrist and clicked it tight. Placing her hands behind her, she turned her back to Emma.

      “If you would do the honors, Em.”

      Emma closed the dangling cuff around her other wrist and pressed it closed, pinching Gabby’s skin.

      “Ow,” Gabby said.

      “Sorry. I just want to make sure it’s secure this time,” Emma said.

      Gabby turned to face The Gang, hiding her hands behind her back.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “Do you want me to time you?” Hamilton asked, his retro watch at the ready.

      “No need.”

      Gabby pulled her hands out from behind her back and tossed the cuffs to Emma, who stared at them in disbelief.

      “How do you do that?” Scott asked.

      Emma shook the cuffs in Gabby’s face.

      “These were my dad’s handcuffs,” she said. “He used them for years. Really bad criminals couldn’t escape them.”

      “She must have a key or pick or something,” Hamilton said.

      “I don’t have a key,” Gabby said. “And I didn’t use anything to pick the locks. I swear.”

      “Then how?” Emma asked.

      Gabby smiled, “You’ll have to figure it out.”

      “Okay, Ms. Show Off,” Emma said. “Challenge accepted.”

      She spun around and stepped backward toward Hamilton. “Put the cuffs on me, Ham. If Gabs can do it, so can I.”

      “You said that last time,” Hamilton said.

      “This time will be different.”

      “You said that last time too,” Scott said.

      “Just put them on,” Emma said, holding her hands out behind her back.

      Hamilton did as instructed.

      “How tight?” he asked.

      “As tight as you want.” A few clicks later, she said, “Don’t go crazy, though.”

      Hamilton shook the cuffs, making sure they were secure, and stepped away.

      “Time me,” Emma said.

      “My watch doesn’t go to infinity,” he replied.

      “Time me!”

      “Just free yourself, and we’ll call it a win,” Scott said.

      “Okay, you of little faith,” Emma said. “Watch and be amazed.”

      “I’ll be amazed if you’re not crying like a little girl in five minutes,” Hamilton said.

      “When I get out of these cuffs, I’m gonna hit you.”

      “I’m terrified.”

      Emma looked into Gabby’s eyes, a confident smile forming on her lips. Behind her, the cuffs clanged against each other and her arms moved with an intense fury.

      “I think I got it,” Emma said. “Just one more second and…”

      Click.

      “Crap, I just made them tighter,” she said. “Okay. Scratch that approach off my list. No problem. I got this. I grew up with handcuffs in my house. They’re as common to me as a hair straightener.”

      “You ever get locked to one of those?” Scott smirked.

      “Shut it, smart mouth. I’m close. Just one more second and…” Emma pulled.

      Nothing.

      She pulled again.

      Nothing.

      She thrashed and flapped, resulting in a series of tightening clicks.

      “Okay, I think I made it worse,” she said. “Yes. Definitely worse. I’m losing feeling in my fingers.”

      She twisted to turn the cuffs toward Gabby.

      “Okay, Gabby. Get me out?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      “No, seriously. I can’t open them for other people. It doesn’t work that way. Don’t you have a key?”

      “Yes. At home. On my dresser.”

      “That’s problematic,” Hamilton said.

      “Thanks, Mr. Obvious. If my dad has to uncuff me one more time, he’s gonna be ticked off. Pick them, Gabs. If you can pick Thompson’s classroom door, you can save me from being grounded on the first day of summer.”

      Gabby chuckled. “I’ll give it a shot.”

      She knelt down and pulled the bobby pins from under her hat, wedging them into the small handcuff keyhole. As she maneuvered the pins inside the lock, she looked back across the street.

      Maureen was gone.
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      The man had anticipated everything.

      His plan was on schedule.

      He'd studied military tactics. He'd secretly practiced shooting his weapon in the woods. He'd read about the psychology of sleight-of-hand.

      He'd need each of these to succeed and was prepared to use all of them.

      He sat in his chair, ticking off a mental checklist, anxious for the month to pass. Even though he still had so much to do, he wanted to act now.

      Time had never been on his side. Whatever he accomplished or however he failed, the minutes kept slipping toward the end. What he planned to do in a few weeks would be nothing more than a ripple in time.

      Yet, he struggled to maintain his composure.

      He had to keep up the facade for those who knew him and strangers who crossed his path. Wearing the mask of civility was exhausting. With each passing day, it required more strength to keep him from revealing his true self, the one he would introduce to the town on the busiest, most crowded day of the year.

      The Fourth of July.

      His independence day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Energized by her time with her friends, Gabby headed over to the Safety Harbor Hardware Store to visit Harold, her father. She loved stopping by. It smelled like a potent cologne of wood, paint, cardboard, and metal all mixed together.

      Before entering, Gabby stopped outside and stared at the small, two-store strip mall with its bland, beige exterior and blocky architecture. The hardware store occupied the left side of the building and above it hung a large sign with thick, red letters displaying the word HARDWARE. It flickered to life, and the once-plain sign illuminated to brilliant effect.

      Adjacent to the hardware store was the only convenience store and pharmacy in town. Gabby was no stranger to the aisles of either store, spending hours wandering through them as a kid. She’d stare at candy, toys, tools, and all sorts of neat things that sparked her imagination.

      She gave a friendly wave to Derrick, the night clerk behind the convenience store counter, and bounced into her father’s hardware store. The bells above the door announced her entrance.

      Her father’s strong voice lifted above the aisles in the back.

      “Be with you in a minute,” he said.

      The shop had a little bit of everything and a lot of some other things. Most importantly, it had plenty of door lock samples for Gabby to practice on. The aisles were thin to accommodate as many shelves as possible and from the ceiling hung everything from wash bins to bungee cords. They didn’t waste an inch of space.

      As she entered the long aisles, she imagined what it must have been like when her dad started working there in middle school. Grampa Wells taught her dad the ropes, just as Great Grampa Wells did for him.

      Owning a small store in a small town was becoming much more of a challenge than it was for his predecessors. National chains continued to poach their customers, and Gabby could see the stress on her father’s face when he came home from a quiet, unprofitable day at the store. Her dad never talked about their money problems, but she got the feeling they were a lot closer to shutting their doors for good than he would ever admit.

      As difficult as things might be from day to day, her dad seemed invigorated by the challenge. He was a math nerd at heart. For him, it was all about the numbers.

      In many ways, Hamilton was a lot like him. Maybe that was why she found him so comfortable to be around.

      Like Hamilton, Harold was bullied growing up. Unlike Hamilton, he was able to use his quick wit and sharp mind to rise above the fray.

      Despite Scott’s attempts to protect Hamilton, he’d had his share of scuffles with school thugs. Gabby’s dad, on the other hand, had the unique ability to talk his way out of anything.

      Sixth grade was the closest her father ever came to a fistfight.

      Behind the school gym, some guy named Ted Maas, a large, slow, and angry kid, rolled up his sleeves in preparation for taking out some unknown aggression on Harold’s face. A number of kids had heard about Ted’s plans and showed up to watch the fight.

      Not looking forward to the impending pain and public humiliation, Harold stepped forward.

      “Ted, do you think I’m a jerk?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Ted said.

      “Good, because I think you’re a jerk, too.”

      Ted did a double take.

      “You think I’m a jerk?” Ted asked.

      “Everybody does. But that’s not the point.”

      Her dad had placed his hand on Ted’s oversized shoulder.

      “So, here’s our problem," Harold continued. "You’re going to beat me up, and I’m going to take it. But, when you’re done, I’m still going to think you’re a jerk and you’re going to think the same of me. So, what are we really accomplishing? You’ll get in trouble, and I’ll spend a couple days at home while my face heals. What’s gained? Nothing. So, instead of beating me to a pulp, what do you say we forgo the planned pummeling and just agree that we don’t like each other? It’s the right thing to do, Ted. You know it. And I know it. How about it? Truce?”

      Confused, Ted looked at the kids surrounding them. Her dad’s words appeared to have changed their minds and Ted followed their lead, deciding a truce would be a good idea.

      “Fine,” he said. “Don’t let it happen again.”

      Her dad didn’t know what he meant by that, but it afforded Ted an exit line, which he took.

      And that was that.

      The best part of the story was that a cute girl named Carolyn attended the fight that never happened. She was so impressed by him that she secretly started following him around. She eventually got up enough nerve to talk to him at a dodgeball game. A few weeks later, she started sitting next to him in the lunchroom. Years later, she found herself standing next to him, in front of a priest, getting married.

      Gabby’s mother was stunning. She had soft, olive skin and piercing eyes. Her dad would joke about the looks they got as a couple when they went for a walk, holding hands. People couldn’t figure out how he landed such a beautiful girl.

      Gabby’s dad wasn’t bad looking, he was just, well, average. Strangers asked him questions about his portfolio and future investments, assuming he had to be rich or successful, but his vast mind and kind soul was what attracted Gabby’s mom. She thought he was clever, inventive, funny, and faithful. She never shut up about it.

      She and Harold both wanted a large family, and they started almost immediately. Ten months after saying, “I do,” they welcomed Gabrielle
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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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