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  Dedication


To Those who are strong

Because they need to be








  
  Chapter 1
A New Day


Bang! 
The door flew shut, not completely drowning out his parents' angry voices. They still rang in his ears, and his fingers slowly curled into fists as though having a will of their own.
Gabriel shook his head. Something was wrong.
In the distance, he heard another voice. Only this one didn't sound angry. It was pleasant, speaking with a soft, melodic hum. 
Straining his ears, Gabriel tried to listen. He fought down the noise from his parents' arguing as it moved like an enemy to block his way and tried to listen even harder. 
There it was again. A melodic voice, not speaking, but singing. 
Again, Gabriel listened, and this time, the voice sounded familiar.
"Gabriel," it called as a soft weight descended on his shoulder and gave him a quick shake. "Gabriel, wake up."
As his eyes flew open, Gabriel found his grandmother's face hovering over him. "Wake up, sleepyhead," she sang, humming under her breath as she pulled aside the curtains. "It's a beautiful day and," she turned to look at him, "your days of leisure are finally over."
"Right," he breathed as realization dawned on him. "The first day of school." Wiping the remnants of his dream out of his eyes, he mouthed, "Today is the first day of school."
His grandmother looked at him, and her eyes narrowed as the smile disappeared from her face. "Is something wrong? Are you nervous?" She came to sit down beside him on the bed.
Pushing himself up, Gabriel shook his head. "No, I'm fine." His head felt heavy, and he let it hang down. In that moment, he missed the long hair he'd once had. The hair that would have hidden his face. But Hannah had convinced him to cut it all off, to let the world look at him and to work through his fear.
Hannah, a tiny voice whispered, but Gabriel shushed it immediately.
Again, his grandmother smiled, brushing a hand over his Mohawk. "I'm glad." She rose from the bed and pointed at the closet. "Now, chop, chop. You better get going. I'm sure Liam will be here any second."
Instantly, Gabriel's face lit up. "Liam," he beamed. Caught in his dream, he'd once again become stuck in his old life. A life without friends, without a voice, without a place to be. But things had changed. This year would be different. As would this first day of school.
With a smile on his face, Gabriel jumped out of bed.

      ***After securing their bikes in front of the main school building, Gabriel, his neighbors’ son Liam as well as their friend Eddie followed the small stream of students. Hesitantly it poured into the auditorium where a short welcome from Principal Hall would commence the new school year.
"Yes, Mrs. S. will drop them off after," Liam said, scanning the grounds. "They should be here soon."
"That's good," Eddie commented. "I mean, Jordan on her own is annoying enough as it is, but Jordan in a cast is like spending summer in hell." He wiped the back of his hand over his forehand and gave a short whistle. "But we made it through!"
Gabriel grinned, but Liam's face showed a frown as he shook his head. "Don't you think you're a little rude? I mean, she was banned from swimming almost all summer, that's bound to put you in a bad mood."
"Then what's her excuse the rest of the year?" Eddie asked grinning.
"Oh, c'mon, she's not that bad," Liam protested.
Eddie's face fell open. "Not that bad?" He shook his head, then stopped and narrowed his eyes. "Did she pay you to say that?"
"What?" Liam gaped at his friend. "Why would you–? Oh, look there they are." 
From across the street, the twins Jack and Jordan waved at them as their mother's car pulled out into traffic and disappeared around the corner. Bending her arm back and forth, Jordan had a huge smile on her face. She balled her fingers into a fist and playfully punched her brother on the arm, who in turn howled in mock pain and attacked her the same way.
Again, Eddie shook his head. "Unbelievable. They're acting like children." Gabriel and Liam stared at him, shaking their heads. "What?" Eddie wondered, unable to comprehend their astonished faces.
As the twins joined the group, Jack automatically took the lead. "Well, everyone, are you ready to enter the dragon’s lair?" He searched their faces.
"The dragon's lair?" Gabriel asked.
"Principal Hall, a.k.a. the dragon, has her very own, quite unique way of...let's say 'motivating' students on the first day," Eddie explained.
"Motivate?" the others, except Gabriel, repeated in unison. 
"That's putting it mildly," Jordan said. "Terrify to my very core is more like it."
"She terrified you?" Gabriel asked.
Jordan shrugged. "Well, maybe not me, more precisely the likes of you, but that's splitting hairs."
"And since when don't you do that?" Eddie asked.
Jordan's eyes narrowed as she moved toward him.
Again, Liam stepped in. "Stop it! Both of you! What do you think will happen when Principal Hall sees you fighting on the first day?"
Eddie shrugged, seemingly unimpressed. "With any luck, suspend us indefinitely."
"Do you really want that?" Liam asked, a look of incomprehension marking his face.
"Duh!" Eddie exclaimed. "No more school, dude."
"Seriously, you need help, DUDE!" Jordan said. "You're even more messed up than I am."
"Okay, getting on dangerous terrain," Liam pointed out. "Let's go inside."
"Yeah," Jack agreed. "Let's agree you're both pretty messed up and go listen to the speech that will chill us to our bones."
"Sounds like a plan," Gabriel said as the last hint of a smile vanished from his face. What had scared him when he'd first met Eddie and Jordan now served as entertainment. Their exchange of blows generally brightened up his days.
Walking into the auditorium that buzzed like a beehive on a bright summer day, Gabriel's eyes opened wide at the number of students fighting over seats, exchanging lunches or just gossiping. From the size of Kenton Woods, he would never have suspected there to be that many students. Among them, Gabriel spotted Liam's sister Nahla and her friend Kaitlin as well as Jack and Jordan's older brothers, Jason and Jonas.
"In the back?" Liam asked.
Eddie nodded. "It's safer there."
"I thought you wanted to get suspended," Jordan threw in. "Has fear found you at last?"
Eddie grinned. "I'm sorry to disappoint, but I'm only doing this out of concern for you and your tender heart."
Again, Jordan's eyes narrowed. "Quick reminder, my arm is fully healed, meaning every punch will hit its mark."
"Cut it out!" Jack barked. "It's been what? Ten minutes? And this is already the second time you're jumping down his throat. Have you learned nothing from that stupid cast?"
"I guess not," Eddie whispered.
Instantly, Jack spun around, a glare on his face. "Not another word!" he hissed. When neither Jordan nor Eddie seemed to want to risk another confrontation, he turned back to the task at hand. "How about over there?" he asked, pointing to a few unoccupied seats in the fifth row on the left.
"That's not really in the back," Eddie protested although his voice held no strength, making it sound like a mere comment.
Jack's eyebrows rose. "See? Once again, your bickering has cost us." And with that he marched off.
Reluctantly, they settled into their seats with Jordan on the far left and Eddie on the far right. Gabriel found himself in the middle with two friends on each side, and a smile spread over his face. For once, he was not alone.
In the next instant, the beehive fell silent.
Gabriel froze as though a shot had been fired. Scanning his surroundings, he turned to Liam, "What's going on?"
"Principal Hall," Liam whispered back before his lips appeared to be sealed permanently.
Craning his neck, Gabriel's eyes fell on the stern principal he'd first met a couple of weeks ago during their race for the treasure that no one had ever found. As before, her hair was tied in a bun, giving her face a fairly edged character, which was even more pronounced by the wiry glasses sitting low on her nose. Although she moved by no means slowly, her movements reminded Gabriel of those of a feline on the prowl, sharp eyes scanning her surroundings, ready to pounce at a moment's notice. 
Principal Hall had something terrifying about her, Gabriel thought, and she hadn't even opened her mouth yet.
As the few last students that remained standing jumped out of Mrs. Hall's way as she descended the stairs towards the podium, not a whisper could be heard. Although he could completely understand their reaction, Gabriel was amazed at the authority this little, old lady commanded.
Facing her students with unfaltering eyes, Mrs. Hall seemed to be looking at each and every one of them, and the silence dragged on. When she finally opened her mouth, she didn't bother with the microphone. The auditorium was still completely quiet so that even her calm and leveled voice could be heard in the very back.
"Dear students," Mrs. Hall started as though she was writing a letter. Those two words held nothing threatening under normal circumstances, but Gabriel could feel goose bumps slowly spreading down his arms. She could have recited a love poem or told a dirty joke and the result would still have been the same. Maybe there was nothing more frightening than the possibility of a threat, not even an outspoken one. 
"As the summer has come to its unfortunate end filling these grounds with a horde of barbarian invaders once more, school rules have been adapted to encompass the newest escapades of the student body, which have reached my ears." The students collectively drew in their breath, wondering whose reckless behavior she was referring to. 
"Oops," Eddie whispered as he looked at his friends. "Sounds like some unfortunate individuals made it on Principal Hall's list of 'Students under Surveillance'."
"Edward Lawrence!" Mrs. Hall's voice cut through the silence. 
Not only Eddie flinched. 
Her sharp eyes narrowed as they turned onto the disruptive element, and her nose crinkled as though she was smelling something rotten. "My office. After class." She returned to her speech after Eddie nodded, for once, unable to speak.
"School grounds may only be entered with regard to classroom activities. Trespassing after hours will not be tolerated and will be punished accordingly. Vehicles, be they two-wheeled or four-wheeled, are only to be park in thusly marked areas or will be confiscated," here she paused for impact, "indefinitely."
Again, students drew in their breath but otherwise remained quiet.
"Seat belts or helmets must be worn at all times. Again, violation will be dealt with swiftly. Any kind of reckless behavior involving two-wheeled or four-wheeled vehicles will be punished based on the severity of the transgression." Suddenly, her eyes shifted to the left of the auditorium and for a moment settled on Jordan. Although his friend showed no obvious reaction, Gabriel could see traitorous bumps rising on her forearms. 
Then Principal Hall's gaze moved on to a row farther in the back. 
Though Gabriel barely dared turn his head, he spotted Mike Matthews out of the corners of his eyes. After their bike race during the summer, Gabriel hadn't seen him again. 
Unlike Jordan's, his face showed concern, and he swallowed hard.
"Two outstanding individuals in the field of reckless behavior shall receive their reward in but a moment," Mrs. Hall continued. Her voice remained cold and detached, only a bit of a sharp edge was added to it. "Due to budget cuts, the cleaning crew will be understaffed this year and is in dire need of a few additional pairs of hands. Therefore, it is my pleasure to announce that, starting today, Jordan Sharp and Michael Matthews will spend the next two months lending the aforementioned hands in order to keep school grounds clean."
Both their mouths fell open in shock, and yet, both had the wisdom not to argue.
Mrs. Hall continued her motivational speech, gathering more volunteers for the cleaning crew as well as the cafeteria staff. By the time she was done, a large part of the student body had been roped into lending a hand. "I sincerely hope that this year will see an improvement on your part and not make such measures necessary the coming year." Her eyes swiftly flew across the cowering students before her. "Now, head to class and remember to be respectful to your teachers as well as your classmates." Then she paused, and her eyes narrowed even more if that was even possible. "But above all," she said, dragging out each word to make them count, "stay away from my roses."
"She can do that?" Gabriel asked as they headed down the corridor to his first class at the new school. "Punish students for something that happened during the summer? And not even on school grounds?"
"She did, didn't she?" Jordan snapped, a scowl had settled on her face and was likely to stay with them till the end of her term. 
Grinning at his sister, Jack nodded. "Yes, she can. If she finds out, you get punished. Most students are more afraid of her finding out than of their parents. Greg Henley even got punished for littering during his vacation with his parents on Haiti. She had him emptying garbage cans for a year."
Gabriel's mouth dropped open. "What? How would she know about that?"
"Her spies operate on a very covert level," Eddie explained. "You don't see them coming."
Gabriel frowned. "Who?"
Liam laughed. "Your parents, of course. Who else?"
"Their parents actually go and tell Principal Hall?"
"Most don't do it intentionally," Liam explained further. "They just mention it, and somehow it reaches Mrs. Hall's ears." He shrugged. "And then you're toast."
"Welcome to Kenton Woods," Eddie said, grinning from ear to ear. "Aren't you glad you transferred?"






  
  Chapter 2
Real Girls


Back in school, Gabriel spent his first two weeks getting used to his changed circumstances, which, occasionally catching him off guard, still amazed him. On Tuesday, he walked into the cafeteria after his art class−that all of the others had refused to sign up for−and couldn't help but beam with pride when Liam called to him, indicating that they'd saved him a seat. Having friends was still new, a privilege, and sometimes a tiny voice warned him to watch out, saying a privilege could be revoked. 
"So, how was it, Picasso?" Jack asked as Gabriel placed his tray next to him on the table. "How soon can we expect paintings that are worth something?" He chuckled.
"Well, I don't think ever," Gabriel said smiling. "I'm no good at it."
Jordan frowned. "Then why are you taking the class? You don't even sound like you're enjoying it."
"Well, ...," Gabriel started, unsure if he should explain his reason. "It's just...I...It kind of..."
"You're doing it because of the chicks, aren't you?" Eddie cut in, bobbing his head up and down. "I'm right, aren't I?"
"You're a moron," Jordan said, taking a French fry from her brother's plate. "And besides, 'chicks', seriously?"
Eddie grinned. "Oh, c'mon, we're seventh grade now. It's about time we got ourselves a girl. This year, we gotta make it happen."
Eyes popping out, Jordan shook her head. "I don't even know where to start with this." She took a deep breath. "One, you're a pig. Agreed?" She looked at the others, who nodded their heads in accordance. "Two, you're aware that I'm a girl, right?"
"Eh, well, you're kinda not," Eddie said, a somewhat stretched grin on his face, showing his teeth. "Not the real kind at least."
"What are you talking about?" Liam snapped. "She–"
"Not the real kind?" Jordan cut in, anger flaring up in her eyes. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
"Oh, c'mon," Eddie said with a hint of pity in his voice. "Don't pretend like this is news to you?" Once again filling his mouth with a spoonful of undefinable food from his tray, he went on. "You know, real girls! They braid their hair, wear pink getups, talk about shoes all the time, for some reason can't go to the bathroom on their own and–"
"Seriously, that's your idea of a real girl?" Jordan asked through clenched teeth.
Ignoring her boiling anger, Eddie nodded. "Yep, for example, take Nahla over there." As they all turned their heads, Nahla and Kaitlin walked by on the other side of the cafeteria. Both were wearing bright, colorful outfits, their hair done up in a way usually seen on a fashion magazine as they headed for the restroom. "Those are real girls," he stressed once again. "By the way, Liam, is your sister seeing anyone?"
"Oh, no," Liam shook his head. "Stay away from my sister!"
Eddie raised his hands in surrender. "Fine, never mind." He looked around. "There are plenty of fish in the sea."
"Eddie," Jack said, shaking his head. "This kind of talk is really not good for you...for many reasons. But one is sitting right here." All eyes turned to Jack’s sister, who had trouble staying in her seat. 
Eddie grinned. "She'll extend your sentence," he dared her. "But go ahead. It'll give you the chance to get used to working on the clean-up crew, which is good because you probably won't amount to much."
As Jordan lunged across the table, her chair tumbled backwards, tripping a kid, who landed face-first in his pudding. However, Jordan didn't notice. Neither did she notice the silence that fell over the room as all conversations stopped. 
After pushing Eddie off his chair, she went after him. He yelped and tried to run, but as a crowd started to gather around them, all he could do was circle their table, staying slightly ahead of her at all times. Gasping for air, Eddie wheezed, "I don't mean to interrupt your little vendetta here, but this is exactly what I meant. Thanks for proving my point."
Jordan stopped in her tracks. "You know, for someone who likes to talk a whole lot, you sure know very little." She glared at him across the table. "Real girls know how to take care of themselves. The damsel-in-distress era is long gone." A grin crossed her face as she started after him again in a slower pace. "Which is actually good for you because otherwise I'd have to come down on you for not being a knight in shining armor, just a smart-ass who couldn't get a real girl to go out with him if he paid her to." 
A dark cloud descended on Eddie's face. His jaw looked clenched. Without another word, he turned around, pushed through the crowd and walked away.
Jordan smiled. "I guess I hit a nerve."

      ***"Don't worry," Mr. Eves said, his voice calm, his eyes meant to comfort. "I know it seems like a lot right now, but you won't have to hand in any writing before the end of term. However," he lifted a finger, and his eyes now held a warning, "I recommend you do NOT wait until the end of term to start working on the assignments."
Looking over the list of assignments, Mr. Eves had just handed out to them, Gabriel felt a slight shiver run down his back. More than ten different tasks stared back at him from the otherwise blank piece of paper in his hands. And one assignment looked more terrifying than the one before. Gabriel took a deep breath. Looking at himself under a magnifying glass was not his strong suit, but it was what Mr. Eves asked of them. Frowning, he looked over the assignments once more.
What do you expect of this school year?
What dreams do you have? Why?
What job would you like to have one day?
What are you good at? Why do you think that is?
What are you bad at? Why do you think that is?
What do you think you should change about yourself? Why?
Who is your idol or hero? Why?
What makes a good friend? Why?
What makes a bad friend? Why?
In what way are you different from your parents?
In what way are you like your parents?
Sum up what you've learned from the previous assignments and answer the following question: Who are you?
How was he supposed to answer any of these questions? He wasn't a writer. Most questions were even too scary to ask, let alone answer. Glancing over at Eddie's table, Gabriel found him ignoring their assignment sheet altogether and instead scribbling away on a notepad. The title line read, The Firefly Girl.
Instantly, Hannah's face smiled at him from a hidden place in his mind, and Gabriel felt an answering tuck in the corners of his mouth.
When the bell finally freed them from Mr. Eves and his promises that the assignments would turn out to be fun, Gabriel grabbed his bag and stopped next to Eddie's table. "What are you writing there?"
As the notepad disappeared into his backpack, Eddie looked up at him and shrugged. "Nothing really."
"Oh, c'mon, tell me!" Gabriel insisted. As he saw the reluctance on Eddie's face, he asked, "Is it about Hannah?"
Hesitating for only a second, Eddie nodded. "It's my story for the Writers' Workshop."
"Writers' Workshop?"
Again, Eddie nodded. "It's a week-long workshop for...well, writers. But you can't just decide to participate. You have to hand in a story, and only if they think you have potential, you're invited."
"Wow, that sounds tough."
"It sure is," Eddie agreed as they headed down the hallway. "But I guess, otherwise everyone would go because it's during school hours. If you're accepted, you get a week off school."
"And you're writing about Hannah?"
Eddie nodded. "Is that okay?"
Stopping, Gabriel looked at him. "Why wouldn't it be?"
Eddie shrugged. "I'm not sure. I just thought...she kind of was your best friend, and now she's...dead. I wasn't sure if you'd mind."
"I don't," Gabriel assured him, imaging what Hannah would say. "I think she'd like it. I think she'd be proud."
Eddie's eyes lit up. "You think?"
Gabriel nodded. "Can I read it when you're done?"
Again, Eddie nodded, a bright smile illuminating his face.

      ***People yelling and arguing still made Gabriel retreat into his shell. He knew that with Jordan and Eddie it was mostly friendly banter, but that day, it had gone too far. Something had changed. He only wished he knew what.
Since Liam stayed longer after school to secretly help Jordan with her clean-up duties, Gabriel was alone as he headed home. The warm sun on his back, he kept to the sidewalks, only veering onto the street when a throng of people came toward him. Feeling a light breeze brush over his almost bare scalp, Gabriel lost all touch with reality. Submerged in his thoughts, he rode through the streets until the houses grew fewer and green started to dominate his surroundings. Trees and bushes in a sea of grass, swaying in the wind, greeted him. He blinked and was surprised to find himself, not at his grandparents' house, but at the spooky mansion out by the woods. 
Hannah's home.
He hadn't been there since the day of the funeral. 
Standing by the old fence, Gabriel gazed up at the withered, old house that had inspired Eddie's horror story. He left his bike and walked around back. The tree still stood right outside Hannah's window. Was it still Hannah's window? Gabriel wondered.
Carefully stepping closer, he put a hand on the tree, feeling rough bark under his fingers. As real as the tree felt on his skin, the thought that Hannah would not be there if he climbed up this very tree and went through her window was just as surreal. Like two realities that were both true, and yet, mutually exclusive.
Before Gabriel knew why, he was already half-way up the tree. 
Slowly, he approached the window, setting one foot in front of the other, while his hands tightly held on to the branch just above his head–like Hannah had told him. As though time had stood still, the window was unlocked, welcoming him, and for a moment, he was convinced Hannah was waiting for him to pick her up. Without making a sound, Gabriel pushed the window

      ***
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