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  Dedication


To my Son, may you find the strength to be who you are







  
  Chapter 1
A New Year


Bang! 
"Eddie!" 
Gabriel flinched as Jack's growl snapped through the air only an arm's length next to him. Spinning around, his eyes caught his friend's tall form almost disappearing into the night as he sprinted off the porch, leaving wide-spread footprints in the snow.
Momentarily distracted, Gabriel lifted his head, eyes focused on the colorful streaks of light, raining from the sky.
"Did anyone see him leave?" Liam asked, looking from Jordan to Gabriel.
Jordan snorted. "He definitely needs a babysitter, but no one would be more wrong for the job than me."
The door flew open, and Major Sharpe stuck his head out. "What happened?" he asked, eyes shifting to his daughter, a hint of concern on his face.
Gesturing down the small slope leading down from their back porch, Jordan said, "I guess Eddie found the firecrackers and just couldn't help himself."
A low growl escaped Major Sharpe's throat, and his eyes narrowed. "I better make sure he's all right...before I wring his scrawny, little neck."
Jordan laughed, then shook her head. "Jack already beat you to it."
For a second, her father seemed to hesitate, eyes focused into the dark, before a slight twitch came to his lips. "Good boy," he mumbled, then headed back inside.
Rubbing his freezing fingers, Gabriel turned his head toward the well-lit living room in his back. While the kids had retreated onto the back porch, the adults sat inside, chatting and laughing, drinking and eating. At one point, Major Sharpe had even pulled his wife off the couch, wrapped her in his arms and started dancing−which had been the kids' cue to leave.
As his eyes traveled to his own parents, Gabriel couldn't help but smile. Deep in conversation with Liam's parents as well as his grandparents, they seemed completely at ease, their faces glowing with the excitement of New Year's Eve.
"Do you see them?" Liam asked, squinting into the night.
Jordan shook her head. "But I think I hear them." She giggled. "And it doesn't sound like Eddie is enjoying himself."
"Why didn't your sister come tonight?" Gabriel asked out of the blue, even surprising himself. All evening, he had danced from one foot onto the other, wondering if she would still come–more importantly if she would bring her best friend. However, when night had fallen, all hopes of seeing Kaitlin had been crushed.
"Nahla is spending New Year's at Kaitlin's house," Liam said, sounding distracted as he peered into the night. "Lucky for us."
"Aha," was all Gabriel could say. Ever since he had seen Kaitlin outside the Holmes' home before Christmas, he hadn't been able to stop thinking about her. All week, he had counted the minutes until he would finally see her again on New Year's Eve, never once doubting that she would come.
"There they are," Jordan exclaimed, pointing at two dark figures slowly emerging from the sea of black that surrounded them.
"What were you thinking?" Jack snapped as he dragged Eddie by the arm. "Firecrackers are no toys. You could've gotten hurt."
As they stepped onto the porch, Eddie rolled his eyes. "Please! I know what I'm doing!"
"Yeah, I think I've heard that before," Jack said, a hint of exasperation ringing in his tone as he spun around to face Eddie. "Right before you tried to ice-skate at the Dive, broke through the ice and nearly drowned!" Jack's voice rose with every word he spoke.
"Oh, that was just a small miscalculation," Eddie defended himself. His eyes, however, wouldn't meet Jack's. "Plus, I was being careful."
Jordan snorted. "When you say that, it sounds like a warning, like Batten down the hatches, Eddie is being careful!"
Taking a deep breath, Jack shook his head. "Whatever, you're banned from going outside tonight."
"What?" White-faced, Eddie stared at him.
"Honestly, I can't be sure you won't do anything stupid again," Jack replied, eyes fixed on Eddie, "and I don't want you to burn down our house. So..." He stepped aside and pointed to the door.
Begrudgingly, Eddie complied.
"I'll go with you," Gabriel said, hugging himself as the cold spread through his body. "I can't feel my fingers anymore. What about you two?"
Jordan and Liam shared a look, then shook their heads. "I think I should stay as far away from him as possible," Jordan said, a grin on her face. "For his own good."
Stepping inside, Gabriel sighed as the warm air engulfed him. His fingers and toes began to tingle as he followed Jack and Eddie upstairs.
"Where are we going?" Eddie whined, pulling of his coat.
Jack opened the door to his room. "Where you can stay out of trouble."
"Why can't we just stay downstairs?" Eddie asked as he sat down on Jack's desk chair.
Jack snorted. "Do you really want to face my father right now?"
Eddie's face turned pale for the second time that night.
"He came out when he heard the firecracker," Gabriel said, turning to Jack, "but when Jordan told him that you had gone after Eddie, he went back inside."
The ghost of a smile flickered over Jack's face, and Gabriel could see how much it meant to him that his father had such faith in him.
"What now?" Eddie whined, spinning round and round on the revolving chair. "It's still almost an hour till midnight."
"Honestly, I could use a break," Jack sighed, then lay down on his bed and closed his eyes. "With all our parents downstairs and you being your usual irresponsible self, I could use a little breather before the clock strikes twelve."
Sitting down on the foot of Jack's bed, Gabriel smiled. "Doesn't it seem like our parents are having a better time than we do?"
Eddie's eyes widened. "Shocking, isn't it?"
Propping himself up on his elbows, Jack said, "Well, I guess thirty years ago, they were us. After all, they all grew up here together." He looked at Gabriel. "Well, except for your Dad."
"Do you think that in thirty years, we'll still be hanging out together?" Eddie asked, eyes shifting back and forth between his friends.
"I'd like that," Gabriel mumbled, once again wondering about what he ought to do. Delighted that his parents had both taken time off work for them to spend a peaceful Christmas together in Kenton Woods, Gabriel now found himself torn. 
On the one hand, he loved his parents and he wanted to go home. He wanted to know what it felt like to have his parents back in his life, to be seen and heard, to be loved. But on the other hand, he knew that leaving Kenton Woods and his friends would break his heart. He couldn't imagine spending a single day without them. It would also mean leaving Hannah−even though she hadn't come to him since before Christmas, not since she had said goodbye to him at the cemetery.
"Your parents seem to be getting along fine," Jack said, still looking at him. "Didn't you say they argued a lot?"
Gabriel nodded. "They did. But a few weeks ago, they finally talked things over, and now, they seem to be happy again. Really happy."
Jack smiled. "That's good," he said before his face turned serious. "Does that mean you will be going home?"
"What?" Still spinning on Jack's desk chair, Eddie suddenly stopped. "You're going home?"
Gabriel shrugged. "I don't know," he whispered, his heart dancing with joy as he saw the disappointment on his friends' faces. They cared about him. They really did.
"What does that mean?" Jack asked, sitting up.
"They asked me to come home," Gabriel admitted, remembering the first real talk he'd had with his parents in a long time. "But they said I didn't have to make a decision right now."
Eddie exhaled audibly, and a soft smile came to his face. "That's good."
"What do you want to do?" Jack asked.
Again, Gabriel shrugged. "I don't know. I want to go home, and I want to stay." He glanced from Jack to Eddie. "What should I do?"
For a long time, neither one of his friends said anything. They both sat in their spots with hanging heads, casting furtive glances at the other.
"Of course, we want you to stay," Jack said, then looked up and met Gabriel's eyes. "But this is your choice. We have our parents right here. I can't imagine what it would be like not having them around."
Gabriel nodded before his eyes shifted to Eddie. "How's your father?"
"Good," Eddie whispered, his shoulders slightly slumped. Although he and his father had reconciled a few weeks ago, it was still a long way back to a normal father-son-relationship.
"Do you talk to him sometimes?" Jack asked.
Eddie nodded, and a soft smile came to his lips. "He calls me," he said, "every day."
Jack laughed. "He does?"
Again, Eddie nodded...before he rolled his eyes. "He does, and I'm all like, Dad, seriously, I've got other things to do in my life than talk to you. And he says−"
"Oh, please," Jack interrupted. "You're loving it!"
Grinning, Eddie nodded. "My dad is awesome!"

      ***When the clock finally neared midnight, the three of them headed back downstairs and found their parents still celebrating. 
"There you are," Mrs. S exclaimed, brushing a hand over Jack's head. "Where's your sister?" She glanced around. "And Liam?"
"Maybe they're still on the back porch," Jack said, and his eyes narrowed slightly. "I'll get them."
Following Jack, Eddie glanced at Gabriel. "What would they still be doing out in the cold? Wouldn't they rather hang out with us?"
"Guess not," Gabriel said grinning although a dark suspicion settled in his stomach and he would have stopped Jack in his tracks could he have thought of a way to do so.
Quickly throwing on their coats, they marched through the living room as Major Sharpe began to count down. "Ten...Nine...Eight..."
"Where are you going?" Gabriel's mother shouted over the general merriment, gesturing for him to join them.
"Seven...Six...Five..."
As Jack pulled open the door, Gabriel called over his shoulder, "We'll be right back. Just getting Jordan and Liam."
"Four...Three...Two..."
Since he wasn't looking, Gabriel bumped into Jack, who had stopped halfway through the door, staring into the back corner of the porch not visible from the living room. "What is−?" Lifting his head, Gabriel glanced around his friend, and the breath caught in his throat.
"One...HAPPY NEW YEAR!!!"
Cheers erupted from inside as Jack continued to stare at Liam and Jordan as they stood half-hidden in the shadows, holding hands. Then they leaned forward and shared a quick kiss.
"Let's go back inside," Gabriel mumbled, pulling on Jack's arm just as Eddie managed to peek around the corner. 
At the sight, his eyes went wide before a mischievous grin spread over his face. However, one look at Jack's stony expression changed everything. "He's right," Eddie said, glancing at Gabriel. "We should get back inside. It's freaking cold out here."
As though in trance, Jack allowed his friends to lead him back inside. They pulled off their coats, hugged their parents and then once more retreated to Jack's room.
"Are you okay?" Gabriel asked as he closed the door behind them.
Jack only shrugged, then sank down onto his bed, eyes staring into the distance.
His face uncharacteristically serious, Eddie sat down next to Jack. "I'm sorry I gave you such a hard time," he mumbled before his eyes darted to Gabriel, screaming What should we do?
Gabriel only shrugged. His grandfather had been right. There was nothing they could do. Nothing but be there for their friend.
Jack sighed, then looked up at Eddie and rolled his eyes. "You've said so a million times," he said, annoyance ringing in his voice. "If I have to hear it one more time, I swear I'll tell Principal Hall that it was you who destroyed her precious roses."
Eddie's eyes opened wide. "You wouldn't!"
"Try me!" Fixing his friend with an almost icy stare, Jack grinned.
Chuckling, Gabriel looked at his friends. Life wasn't easy, but having good friends by your side sure made it easier!






  
  Chapter 2
A Helping Hand


The days following their little New Year's celebration went by in a hurry. Since his parents would be leaving soon, Gabriel spent most of his time with them. Sitting around the house, they talked and laughed, occasionally venturing outside into the cold until their cheeks glowed like the embers in the fireplace. One day, they even had a snowball fight right there on the front lawn. Gabriel couldn't remember if he'd ever even had a snowball fight with his parents before. 
Life was good until he lay in his bed at night. Then doubts would come, and he raked his head, thinking about what he ought to do. He knew he wanted to go home, and yet, he couldn't imagine leaving.
Growling into his pillow, Gabriel began pummeling it with his fists. It had been a long time since he had felt so frustrated!
What's going on? A familiar voice asked.
His hands froze, and for a moment, Gabriel thought he was hallucinating. Then he sat up, eyes searching the dark room. "Hannah?" he whispered, hoping like never before that it was her.
Who else?
A sigh of relief flew from Gabriel's lungs, and he smiled. "I didn't think I'd see you again," he said, realizing that he couldn't, in fact, see her. "You said we had to say goodbye."
I also said I'd be checking in on you.
"I'm glad you did."
Okay, so what's the problem? The new year has barely started, and you're already at your wits' end. Is it about your parents?
Smiling, Gabriel nodded. Oh, how well she knew him! If anyone could figure this out, it was Hannah.
You still don't know what to do?
Gabriel shook his head. "I want to go home, and I want to stay. But I can't do both. What should I do?"
I think you've already made your choice, his friend whispered. You just don't know it yet.
"I have?" Gabriel frowned. "What do you mean?"
Your parents asked you to come home, Hannah said, a slightly indulgent tone in her voice. And they're leaving in two days?
Gabriel nodded. "How do you know that?"
I've been listening.
"You can do that?"
Let's not get sidetracked here, Hannah huffed, and Gabriel smiled at the familiar tone in her voice. What I'm saying is that your parents are leaving and they asked you to come home with them, and yet, you didn't spend the last few days with your friends, did you? What does that tell you?
Gabriel stopped, remembering all the precious moments he'd had with his parents. How often had he stared at them, their faces as they shone with delight, with happiness? He had wanted to absorb the change in their relationship because soon they'd be going home...and he would stay.
"I want to stay," Gabriel whispered. "At least, for now, I want to stay. I can't just pack up and leave. I need some time."
There you go.
"Thank you." Laughing, Gabriel shook his head, feeling a heavy weight lifted off his chest. "Why do you always know these things and I don't?"
It's always easier when it's not your own decision to make. You would've figured it out eventually.
Suddenly feeling tired, Gabriel lay back as his eyelids began to droop. "Will I see you again?"
I'll always be around.

      ***A hint of sadness clung to the next morning as Gabriel got dressed and then walked into the kitchen. His parents and grandparents sat around the breakfast table, chatting and laughing. Only today, the sight of them made Gabriel's heart ache.
They'd be leaving soon, and he would stay.
"Good morning, sleepy-head," his grandfather greeted him. "It's almost noon."
Gabriel smiled. "And yet, you're sitting here, having breakfast."
Everyone laughed, and Gabriel realized how very at home he felt in his grandparents' house. It would be hard to leave them as well. But that was a problem for another day.
"Is something wrong?" his mother asked, her eyes gliding over his face. "You seem sad."
Taking his usual seat at the table, Gabriel sighed. "I've made a decision," he said, then looked up and met his mother's eyes.
For a moment, she seemed unsure what he was talking about, but then her eyes cleared and she nodded. "I see." Again, she looked at him, and a sad smile came to her lips. "You're staying, aren't you?"
As four pairs of eyes looked at him, Gabriel saw a myriad of emotions cross their faces. Hope and sadness, delight and regret.
"Of course, we would love it if you stayed," his grandmother said, gently squeezing her daughter's hand.
Gabriel returned her smile. "I want to stay." He turned to his parents. "I love you, and I don't want to see you sad, but a lot has changed in only a few weeks, and I...I need some time."
Taking a deep breath, his father nodded. "I understand that. We told you the decision was yours, and we meant it. So whenever you feel ready to come home, we'll be waiting for you."
"Thank you," Gabriel nodded, blinking back tears. "I want to finish this school year in Kenton Woods, and after the summer, I'll come home."
Reaching across the table, his mother took his hand. "Promise me that we'll not be strangers," she said, tears clinging to her eyelashes. "We will call...a lot, and we'll visit whenever we can."
Gabriel nodded. "I promise."

      ***After taking his parents to the airport, his grandparents dropped Gabriel off at the Sharpe's home. It was the last day of their winter break before school would recommence, and spirits were somewhat subdued.
"Why is it that a school day always feels like it lasts forever," Eddie whined, half-sitting and half-hanging on one of the armchairs in the living room, "while days off like winter break always end before they've even really begun. That's weird! That's unfair!"
"I know what you mean," Jordan agreed, which was a somewhat rare occurrence
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