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				Dedication

				 

				To my very own Grace June and Mitchell. You inspire me every day to be the best I can be.
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				One

				Grace gripped the handlebars on her bike and pedaled faster. The crisp wind tickled her strawberry blonde hair, whipping it behind her in a blend of silky reds and gold. The road ahead looked like it belonged in a ghost town, blank and lonely.   

				In the distance she spotted a figure sitting in the tired grass under a towering oak tree. Grace thought of the usual kids in the neighborhood but couldn’t place her. Squinting at the girl with the long dark streak for a ponytail, she felt the usual twist and pull in her stomach as she approached. Maybe she could pretend she hadn’t noticed her. 

				As she got closer, Grace avoided eye contact. But to her surprise, the girl jumped up and ran toward her with petite, pencil legs and pink clunkity-clunk cowgirl boots. Grace glanced over her shoulder. The street was empty. Why was this girl running toward her? Grace’s heart began to pound at panic speed. The girl dashed into the road and waved her hands in the air as if she were seeing a long-lost friend for the first time in years. Clunkity-clunk, her boots beat louder and louder against the pavement.

				“Hi there!” The girl ran in front of Grace.

				Grace swerved to avoid hitting the girl. Her front tire caught a patch of sand in the street, twisting in the opposite direction. With a sharp jerk, the handlebars pulled out of her hands. The world became a blur, a dizzy spin on an unwanted ride. Before she knew it, she hit the pavement with the speed of a rock flying out of a slingshot. The force of the impact beat through her body as she lay in the street, motionless. 

				“Are you all right?” the girl asked repeatedly. 

				Grace lay on her back, her right arm over her head. Sharp needles were poking into her hands and knees. Her eyes fluttered open and she squinted against the bright sun as a shadow hovered over her, swerving back and forth, making the sun’s rays dance over her in a haze. She forced her eyes to open all the way. Black eyes peered into her, looking for a sign that she was okay.

				“Are you all right?” the girl continued to repeat. “You should have a helmet on. Is your head cracked open?”

				Grace touched her head. It felt okay. She shook it back and forth just to make sure. She tried to sit up but winced. Her body ached like she’d been hit by a semi-truck. The girl extended her hand. Grace paused slightly before taking it, knowing she needed the help. 

				Once on her feet, the throbbing on the palms of her hands felt like flames of fire were licking them. She turned her hands over and saw deep scrapes and scratches filled with sand and bright red blood. She glanced at the mousy girl who stood too close. She had a look of shock and horror on her face as she stared at Grace’s knees. Grace followed the girl’s eyes. Bloody knees stuck out of her ripped jeans. 

				“That looks naaasty,” the girl said, drawing out the word. Her nose and mouth were pinched together as she pointed.

				Grace looked away. Her eyes swelled and her chest began to heave as tears forced their way up. She picked up her mangled bike without saying a word. 

				“Are you okay?” the girl echoed. 

				Grace nodded but wanted to scream. The throbbing on her hands and knees were too intense for her to speak. She got on her bike and slowly rode away. With each rise and fall of her legs, the cuts in her knees pounded with pain. Warm blood trickled down her legs and into her shoes. 

				“I’m sorry about what happened!” the girl behind her yelled. “Maybe we can play later!”

				Grace kept going. The tears wouldn’t stay in a second longer. She let them pour out in a wave so strong it blurred her vision. She tried to concentrate on the road so she wouldn’t lose control of her bike again. Her chest heaved up and down in chunky sobs, making it hard to breathe. 

				She could hear the girls’ airy giggles before she could see them as she turned the corner near her house. Joy and Liz were playing in Joy’s front yard. She glanced their way, hoping they wouldn’t notice her, but it was too late. The girls stopped what they were doing and stared in her direction.

				Grace glanced down at her bloody knees and back at the girls. She sucked in a lungful of air to try and stop the tears but it was no use. If only she could disappear, evaporate with the wind. 

				Joy stood with her hands on her hips, her mouth open wide, as she peered at Grace through narrow, black-rimmed glasses.  

				Liz pinched her eyes, shocked to see Grace approaching. Liz was the girl all the other fourth-grade girls wanted to be like. She was tall, slender and had the most beautiful long, sleek blonde hair Grace had ever seen, except maybe on a Barbie.   

				Grace did not want Joy and Liz to see her like this. She’d been trying to gain enough courage to stop by and say hi to them all year. Now this . . . There was an awkward silence between them until Liz raised a wiry arm and waved. “You okay?” 

				Grace tried to speak, but couldn’t find a single word. Yeah, no, I’m fine, just wiped out on my bike because of some stranger, would’ve been great, but she couldn’t make her lips move. They were sealed shut with a heavy coat of pain and shyness. She wanted to raise her hand to wave, pretend nothing had happened, or stop and tell them everything, but she couldn’t. At least, that’s what she told herself. 

				Instead, she snapped her fingers on her right hand while still trying to keep control of the handlebars. Snapping her fingers seemed to be the only thing she could do when she was nervous. 

				She sped past the girls, wishing this day could start over. She heard them giggle like little fairies behind her as they ran away. 

				If only she could do that over.  

				Grace took a deep breath and sighed. Maybe they’d forget this had ever happened. She tried to convince herself they would but knew the chances were slim. Just the thought of seeing them on the school bus the next day made her lip quiver. 

				Grace glanced behind her to see Liz and Joy skipping hand-in-hand. As if the pain in her hands and knees weren’t bad enough, the pain in her heart was even worse. If only she had a best friend. A best friend would be the first person she’d call to tell her all about the stranger running into the street, causing her to fall. A best friend would look at her scrapes and feel bad for her. A best friend would come over for ice cream and help her forget everything that had happened.    

				But there was no best friend for Grace. With a slump of her shoulders, she let the tears come harder.  

				She cried the rest of the way home and into her mom’s waiting arms, where she sobbed some more. 

				Grace was sure this was the worst thing that had ever happened to her. And all because of that girl! 

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Two

				Grace entered her fourth grade classroom and found her desk. She was a little late because her mom had dropped her off. She begged her mom all morning not to make her take the bus and her mom had finally agreed.

				Grace winced at the pain in her knees as she lowered herself to her seat. 

				“Good morning, class,” Mr. Johnson said. “Today we have a new student.” He looked at the doorway where a petite, small-framed girl with jet black braids stood waiting. “I’d like to introduce you to Tillie Inglewood,” Mr Johnson continued. “She’s new to Pine Ridge.” 

				Tillie walked briskly to the front of the class, her arms swinging back and forth so hard that Grace thought she was about to do a song and dance routine. But instead, she stopped abruptly at Mr. Johnson’s side and stood still, her gaze scanning the room. Grace touched her bandaged knees with her bandaged palms and slumped in her chair. 

				Mr. Johnson turned to Tillie. “Is there anyone here you know and who you’d like to sit by?” he asked.

				Tillie’s deep-set eyes continued to peruse the room until they suddenly stopped when they landed on one person. Her face lit up when a look of recognition entered her eyes. “I know her,” she said, pointing at Grace. “I’d like to sit by her.” 

				Grace glanced around the classroom and slumped even deeper in her chair. All her classmates looked curiously at her, staring like a pack of hyenas with hungry, inquisitive eyes.

				“Great,” Mr. Johnson said, satisfied. “Jill, would you please move to that desk,” he said, pointing at the other side of the room. “And we’ll have Tillie sit where you are, behind Grace.” 

				Jill cleaned out her desk and moved to where Mr. Johnson had instructed. Tillie marched down the aisle, still beaming. Before she sat down at the desk she bent over and whispered into Grace’s ear. “How are your knees?”

				Grace hugged her knees closer and looked the other way. Just when she thought they were feeling better, in came Tillie, and the throbbing pulsed even more.
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				“Hey, wait up!”

				Grace kept walking toward the playground. She was not about to stop, especially for “you know who”. Her pace quickened as she headed for her usual spot on the swings, where watching the other kids on the playground was her usual activity. If she stopped now, all the swings would be taken, and then what would she do? Images of standing alone for twenty minutes began to race through her head. No, she was not about to wait to hear Tillie apologize again.

				“Hey, Grace!” Tillie caught up with her and fell into step. “What’s your hurry?”

				“I want to get a swing before they’re all taken,” she answered with a side glance, still not sure why she even bothered to answer.

				“Great, I’ll go with you. We can swing together.”

				Grace stopped abruptly with her hands on her hips. Tillie stopped too, flashing a mouth full of white shining teeth. Why was this girl always smiling? Grace decided not to say anything and instead continued to walk as fast as her bandaged knees would let her. She noticed the swings were being snatched up quickly, with only two left at the end. Tillie noticed too and ran ahead, sitting on one and grabbing the other. Grace tried to run but her knees hurt too much. 

				An older girl, a sixth grader, ran up to take the swing from Tillie. Grace slowed her pace and bent her head. Her stomach dipped in fear. It was that awful sensation her gut felt, as if she were going full speed down the world’s steepest roller coaster. Now what was she going to do? She looked around the bustling playground. Everyone seemed to have a friend or a group they were playing with. If only the kids were assigned friends, all this would be so much easier. She felt the familiar twist in her stomach and the tightening of her throat. Her fingers snapped at her side. She turned, about to walk in the other direction.

				“Hey, Grace, hurry up! I can’t save this swing for you all day!”

				Grace spun around and looked up. Two older girls stood next to Tillie, their hands on their hips, their chins jutting out angrily. Tillie clutched the empty swing in her arms, hanging onto it with a death grip. Grace couldn’t help but let a smile spread across her face. She hobbled over to Tillie despite the sharp stabs in her knees. Tillie handed the swing to Grace and the other two girls stormed away, muttering under their breath.

				“Thanks,” Grace said.

				“That’s what friends are for,” Tillie said matter-of-factly.

				The two girls swung in silence for several minutes. Grace watched Tillie curiously. She had a no-nonsense way about her, like she didn’t have a care in the world. Even her clothes shouted that she was different. Grace studied the pink cowgirl boots as they went forward and back, up high, down low. They were worn and beat-up, but something about them seemed to fit Tillie perfectly, like they were made just for her. Her brown corduroy skirt hung just below the knees, with a Hawaiian shirt tucked neatly inside. It was an outfit Liz and Joy would never wear, Grace thought, but as she watched Tillie, she knew it fit her slender frame and perky personality perfectly.

				Forward and back the two girls swung, sometimes swinging side-by-side.

				“I’m sorry that you fell off your bike yesterday. I didn’t mean for you to fall,” Tillie called out behind Grace. “I just wanted to meet you.”

				Grace slowed her swing until it almost stopped. Tillie did the same. 

				“It wasn’t your fault,” Grace said. “It just happened.”

				The girls swung low to the ground in comfortable silence. But, before long, the whistle blew, ending their recess. Tillie jumped off her swing and ran toward the school. Grace did the same and tried to keep up, but her knees were still too stiff. Tillie was halfway to the door when she glanced back and saw Grace struggling to keep up. Tillie stopped, turned around and ran back.

				“Sorry, I forgot,” she said as she fell into step with Grace.

				“It’s okay.”

				“Hey, I’ve got an idea.”

				“What?” Grace asked, almost excited to hear what Tillie had to say.

				“Why don’t we play together after school?”

				“Yeah, sure,” she said, “but no riding bikes.” 

				Tillie’s face turned serious. “I don’t have one,” she said. Her eyes fell to the ground with a sudden onrush of sadness.

				“That’s okay because I don’t feel like riding my bike anyway, remember?” Grace showed her bandaged palms and shrugged.

				Tillie slipped her arm through Grace’s, a smile reappearing. “Meet me under the big oak tree where we first met. I know just what we can play.” Tillie lowered her voice like it was top secret. “We’ll go on a scavenger hunt.”

				Grace felt a jolt of excitement pulse through her body. She’d never gone on a scavenger hunt before. The girls walked into school arm-in-arm, each secretly anticipating the scavenger hunt after school.  

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Three

				Grace walked the short distance to the big oak tree where she’d first met Tillie. She wore her favorite jeans and a flowered sweater. It wasn’t what she’d worn to school, but this was special. She was going on a scavenger hunt. Her first one ever. Grace imagined what they’d look for. Maybe special gems or agates or a rare flower. Her mind wandered with delight at the possibilities. As she turned the corner, she spotted a large group of kids hanging out in someone’s yard. Maybe there was a birthday party she hadn’t heard about or a garage sale selling cool stuff. She quickened her pace to match that of her racing heart. As she approached the crowd, she noticed Tillie standing on an old crate under the big oak tree. Her heart sank into her stomach. She was on that old roller coaster ride once again. She slowed her steps until she eventually reached the front of the dark brown house where the kids were talking excitedly amongst themselves. She stopped in front of the oak tree that towered over the yard and stared with her mouth wide open. She snapped her fingers but quickly shoved them into her jeans pocket when a couple kids looked over at her with pinched eyes. 

				Tillie motioned all the kids to gather in front of her. “Hey, everyone! It’s time to start!” she yelled. She spotted Grace and waved her forward. Grace didn’t move. She ­couldn’t. How could she move when her body was going into shock? She looked around the crowd. Recognizing most of the faces did not make her feel better. There was no one she felt comfortable talking to. As usual, they were familiar strangers. Her stomach tightened and her head began to pound like a jackhammer doing a dance inside her skull. Why were all these kids here? 

				Tillie ran up to Grace and wrapped her arm around her shoulder. “I’m so glad you made it,” she said, ushering Grace toward the crate.

				“What’s going on?” Grace sputtered out. 

				“The scavenger hunt, silly,” Tillie said, nudging Grace in the ribs. She pulled away from Grace and stepped up on the crate to make an announcement. “I made two lists with all the things we’ll be looking for on the scavenger hunt. There will be two teams. I’ll be captain of the girls, and you,” she pointed to Sully, the blond, athletic boy who lived down the street from Grace, “you can be the captain of the boys.” She handed him a sheet of paper with scribbled pink words. 

				There were loud whoops from the boys as they formed a small circle. 

				Tillie jumped down from the crate and motioned the girls to form a circle like the boys. “Okay, I’m the captain, but Grace will be in charge of the list.” Tillie handed the list to Grace and gave her a wink. Grace took the list and looked at the blurred words etched in pink marker. All eyes were on Grace as she tried to focus. She knew she had to get this right. She closed her eyes and opened them, refocusing on the word at the top. She slowly began reading each item listed. Before she knew it, the tightness in her stomach had been replaced with giddy anticipation. She could see the excitement build in the girls’ eyes as she read each word. 

				After all the items were listed, Tillie divided the girls into groups of four, with a total of three groups. Each group was in charge of finding three items. “When you’ve found your items, meet back at the oak tree! Don’t forget, it’s a race against the boys!” Tillie shouted.

				Grace’s heart raced in her chest like a matchbox car zooming around a track. Tillie motioned Liz and Joy toward her and Grace. The four of them formed their own intimate circle. Grace looked at the two girls nervously. Liz and Joy looked at her knees but didn’t say anything.

				“Grace, read what we have to find,” Tillie ordered.

				Grace looked at Tillie and nodded. She opened the list again and read the last three items. “White rock, pink flower, and a dragonfly.”

				“We’ve got white rocks surrounding the bushes in front of our house,” Liz said, with wide blue eyes.

				“My mother has pink peonies growing in her garden,” Joy chimed in, “I’ll ask her if I can cut one.”

				Tillie shrugged her shoulders. “What about the dragonfly? Those are hard to catch.” 

				Everyone looked at each other with blank stares. The boys did a chant for their team before their circle broke and they all took off in different directions. 

				“The boys have already started!” Tillie cried, her face so pinched Grace thought she was going to cry. Just then Grace remembered the gardening tools her grandmother had bought her last summer.

				“I’ve . . . I’ve got a butterfly net at home!” she ­sputtered.

				“Grace and I will get her net, and then we’ll meet you two at Joy’s. Where there are flowers, there are dragonflies!” The girls nodded before they each took off running. 

				Grace had a hard time keeping up with Tillie, but she pushed past the pain in her knees and continued to run. 

				“Come on, Grace, I know your knees hurt, but you can do it!” Tillie encouraged. 

				That was all Grace needed. She didn’t care how bad her knees screamed. She would not let her team down. Grace and Tillie ran into the open garage. Grace knew right where the butterfly net would be. She ran to the back of the garage and rummaged through a box. “I found it!”  

				The two girls ran past several houses before they finally reached Joy’s house. Joy and Liz were already there, cutting the pink peony.

				“I’ve got my net!” Grace called out. The girls turned, their faces beaming. 

				“We’ve got the flower,” Joy squealed.

				“And the rock!” added Liz, holding up a small white stone.

				Tillie and Grace slowed as they approached. “Everyone, be very still,” Tillie said, her face turning serious. The girls copied her and walked in slow motion as if they were tiptoeing on thin ice. Their eyes scanned the garden looking for a dragonfly. 

				Grace could feel her heart beating like a train barreling down the tracks. It was all up to her. Her hand tightened its grip on the net’s handle. This wasn’t going to be easy. She’d caught dragonflies before and knew they were quick. She wondered if the other girls on their team were already waiting at the big oak. Would they lose because of her? 

				“Over here!” Liz whispered, her hand gesturing them over. She pointed to a large orange poppy. 

				Grace, Tillie, and Joy slowly inched their way to Liz. Just as Liz had indicated, a large dragonfly with aquatic turquoise wings was perched on the edge of a tissue-paper thin orange blossom. The girls all looked at Grace. Grace stepped out in front and slowly raised her net. Quickly and quietly, she told herself. Her eyes stayed on the dragonfly as it rested on the tip of a petal. Back and forth it swayed with the flower in the breeze. Swoosh! Grace brought the net down and scooped it up again. She quickly grabbed the top of the net to seal the entrance and held the net up for all to see. 

				Inside the delicate mesh, the dragonfly buzzed around trying to escape.

				“You did it!” Tillie screamed. The girls jumped up and down, clapping their hands as they cheered.

				“Let’s go!” Grace said. 

				The girls took off running as fast as they could, back to the big oak tree. Grace lagged behind as she tried to run with both hands on the net, her knees crying out in pain. Liz looked back at her with concerned eyes.

				“Come on, Grace! Everyone’s waiting for us.”

				Grace peered ahead and saw a large group of boys huddled under the big oak and a large group of girls jumping up and down yelling for the girls to run faster. Grace noticed Tillie’s pink cowgirl boots and wondered how she could run so fast in them. Clunkity-clunk, clunkity-clunk, they echoed against the pavement in front of her. She looked at the dragonfly and gripped the net tighter. There was no way she was going to let this one get away. She knew they were counting on her. Her knees burned so bad she thought she would cry, but somehow she found the strength to run faster than she ever had in her life. 

				Out of the corner of her eye she saw four boys, one of them Sully, running toward the oak. The boys waiting under the tree were yelling and shouting. It was going to be a race! Whichever group could get to the tree the fastest would win! 

				Grace could feel her heart pounding in her dry throat. And to make matters worse, her side ached with each inhale and exhale.  

				Suddenly Tillie stumbled in front of her and teetered like an acrobat on a high wire about to lose her balance. Grace let go of the net with one hand and grabbed Tillie’s arm. She pulled her up just before she fell. Tillie regained her footing and continued to run. 

				Grace looked down at the net. Her left hand still held the mesh so tightly that her knuckles were white. She glanced over at the group of boys running from the opposite direction. They were gaining on them. Liz and Joy were almost to the tree, with Tillie and Grace right behind them. 

				The screaming of the crowd increased as the girls got closer to the tree. First Liz and Joy touched the tree, then seconds later, Tillie and Grace. 

				Grace fell to the ground and lay sprawled on her back as her chest squeezed air in and out like an accordion. Her chest puffed up and down so fast it reminded her of a dog panting in the sun on a hot summer’s day. Right behind them the boys reached the tree. The girls’ cheering had gotten so loud it drowned out any disgruntled remarks the boys might have made in their defeat.

				Sully shot her an angry look before getting on the crate and waving his arms in the air. Blond strands of hair stuck to his face as the sweat dripped a path down his neck. “Nobody is declared the winner until all the items are checked,” he declared.

				A hush fell over the crowd. The girls looked at each other with concern. Tillie ran over to Grace. “Where’s the list?” she whispered. Grace cocked her head to the side and gestured toward her pocket. 

				“Stand up and read it,” Tillie urged.

				Grace forgot about being tired and sore. She studied the crowd. All eyes were watching her. Not just the girls, but the boys, too, especially Sully. Her throat sealed so fast she couldn’t speak. She looked at Tillie and shook her head.

				“What do you mean? Come on, Grace, we don’t want to lose.” 

				Grace looked around again at all the anxious faces.

				“Maybe they don’t have everything,” she heard a boy challenge from the crowd. 

				“Yeah,” the other boys jeered.

				Grace’s fear suddenly turned into anger. They’d worked hard to get their items. She took a deep breath. She stepped up on the crate with the net in one hand as she dug in her pocket with the other. She pulled out the sheet of paper, fluffed it open and began to read. One by one she read each item. As each was listed, the girl who had the item raised it into the air to show the crowd.

				“And finally,” Grace read out. “A dragonfly!” She pushed the net into the air for all to see.

				“It has to be alive!” Sully said.

				The group mumbled quietly. Grace’s heart slowed to a crawl. Had the dragonfly really survived? There was only one way to find out. She extended the net in front of her and slowly let go of the mesh. Everyone waited in silence. 

				Grace gently nudged the bottom of the net and soon the dragonfly emerged out of the opening and fluttered away into the gentle breeze. The girls cheered a victory cry and surrounded Grace to give hugs and high fives. For the first time in her life, Grace felt like a hero. 

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Four

				Was it possible to have a life-changing event at the age of ten? Grace replayed the scavenger hunt in her head as she walked to the bus stop the next day. She saw again the excited faces of the girls and boys and smiled to herself. She was quick to remember her shyness and her awkward ways. Sure yesterday was fun and exciting, all because of Tillie, but would she ever get past her shyness? These were questions that hung over her too often, causing her shoulders to slump forward from the weight of them.

				Grace shook her head, hoping the cobwebs of doubt would disappear. 

				The sky was finger-paint blue with swirls of white for clouds. A pair of robins sailed past her in a flutter of flight. She marveled at their joy with one another, wishing she had that same kind of bond with a friend.

				As she turned the corner, she saw the bus pull into view. She would make it in time, but she’d have to run. She saw Tillie move to the back of the line.

				“What took you so long?” she asked as Grace approached. Once again, Grace was out of breath.

				Tillie didn’t seem to mind that Grace didn’t answer. “Let’s sit on the bus together. I’ve got another great idea!” she said, her eyes shining with excitement.

				Grace nodded as she fell into line. Why couldn’t she think of something to say? She wondered about Tillie’s new idea but didn’t ask. The bus pulled alongside the group of kids and opened its door. Grace noticed the pink cowgirl boots in front of her and felt a sense of belonging at their sight. She boarded the bus and took the spot that Tillie patted next to her. Before she knew it, kids were tapping her on the shoulder.

				“Way to go at the scavenger hunt,” one said. She glanced back and saw a girl smile in her direction.

				“Nice hustle yesterday,” a boy across the aisle called out.

				She felt a nudge in her ribs. “Looks like you’re famous,” Tillie whispered into her ear.

				Grace couldn’t help but let a smile creep across her face. This was as good as an unexpected present. She couldn’t believe she was getting all this attention over winning a scavenger hunt. What could be better? 

				When the bus pulled up to the next stop, Grace started snapping. Would she be able to say “hi,” “hello,” or anything at all to Joy and Liz? But it was the first person to board the bus who caught her off guard.

				Sully walked down the aisle of the bus with his broad shoulders pushed back and his sharp chin jutting up. He wore the same sour look on his face that he had yesterday after the scavenger hunt. Grace avoided eye contact with him just to be safe.

				Next came Liz in blonde braids, then Joy wearing her smart glasses. Just the sight of them made Grace’s throat swell to the consistency of peanut butter or worse yet, cement. She diverted her eyes to the floor.

				“Awesome dragonfly yesterday, Grace,” Liz said as she walked by. 

				Grace looked up, their eyes meeting briefly before the flash of blonde was gone.

				“Totally awesome dragonfly,” Joy added. She took the seat next to Liz, directly behind Grace and Tillie.

				Grace felt alive on the inside as well as the outside. But suddenly there was a sharp jab in her ribs.

				“Thanks,” she called back to the girls. 

				She shot a sideways glance at Tillie.

				“Ooohwee, girl, cat got your tongue?” Tillie asked.

				“Sort of,” Grace muttered.

				“And what’s with the snapping?”

				Grace shrugged as she shoved her right hand under her thigh.

				“You know, I used to be really shy,” Tillie said.

				Grace let out a small chuckle. 

				“I did, really. But do you wanna know how I changed?”

				Grace nodded and leaned in close toward Tillie.

				“I started to look at each person I met as a challenge. You know, like a mission. It was my job to learn as much about them as I could to see what I had in common with them.” 

				Grace remained silent as she listened. She thought about taking out some paper and a pencil to take notes but decided against it. She didn’t want to look too desperate. But was it that obvious how shy she was?  

				As if she hadn’t even mentioned a word about Grace being shy, Tillie changed subjects. “Well, do you wanna hear my newest, biggest idea, or don’t ya?”

				Grace tucked Tillie’s suggestions deep inside and then focused on what Tillie had just said. The itch of excitement began to tickle her skin. What was Tillie planning this time? Maybe she was going to have a party, or better yet, maybe she was planning to have the circus come to their school. Grace’s mind began to dance with the possibilities.

				“Hello . . . do you wanna hear or not?”

				“Oh, sorry, I was just thinking what it might be,” Grace explained as she looked away, embarrassed.

				“That’s okay. Anyway, I think we should form a special club.”

				Grace furrowed her brows together and squinted at Tillie. “A club? What kind of club?” she asked.

				“The Dragonfly Club!” Tillie exclaimed. She quickly looked around and then ducked her head close to Grace and whispered it this time. “The Dragonfly Club.”

				“Who would be in it?”

				“You, me, Joy, and Liz, to start off with. We could add others later, if we wanted.”

				 “What would we do?” Grace asked perplexed.

				“Club stuff, silly.”

				Grace nodded but still didn’t understand. She’d never been a part of a club before, not even Girl Scouts. Her thoughts drifted over to Joy and Liz. Would she really be able to talk normally to them? She remembered the scavenger hunt and how easy it had been to get along with them. But she had a game to win then. She never had time to worry about what to say, she just said it. Her fingers begged to be snapped but Tillie would notice.  

				“Knock, knock, is anyone home?” There was a light tapping on her head like a woodpecker. She shook away the thoughts that floated in her mind, taking up space where her words should have been. She could feel her face redden as she glanced at Tillie.

				“I think I know your problem,” Tillie declared. 

				“Problem?” 

				“Yeah, I think you have so many thoughts going on in that head of yours that half the time you don’t even realize that someone is talking to you.”

				Grace nodded. She could see the raised brow over Tillie’s left eye. Maybe Tillie was on to something. 

				“Don’t worry about it,” Tillie said. “Let’s meet after school again. I’ll talk to Joy and Liz about where to meet. Just make sure you meet me first at my house, the one with the big oak tree in the yard, right after school. Got it?” She looked Grace straight in the eyes to make sure she’d heard.

				“Your house, after school, big oak, club meeting. Got it.” Her head was filling with thoughts even before she’d completed her sentence. How was she going to get through the day, through math, science, reading, and gym? It was no use. Today, she’d be buried in thoughts of the Dragonfly Club.

				 

				[image: Dragonfly.jpg]

				 

				“Why the long face?” Grace heard her mom ask the question, but she didn’t know how to answer. There was nothing to worry about, right? It was just going to be a friendly meeting with Joy and Liz. Tillie had invited her to be a part of their group, so why worry? She took another bite of the gooey chocolate chip cookie, fresh out of the oven. But what if Joy and Liz didn’t want her in their group? She took a refreshing gulp of milk, hoping the cold liquid would wash away her fears. But it was no use. She set the empty glass down hard on the table.

				“Grace,” her mom said in a louder-than-usual tone.

				Grace looked up and stared at her mom. “Huh?” she asked.

				“What’s bothering you? You look like you’re a million miles away.”

				“Tillie wants to form a club with Joy, Liz, and me.”

				“That’s good news,” her mom said. “So why the long face? Aren’t they the same girls who were on your team for the scavenger hunt?”

				Grace took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. Would her mom really understand why she was so worried? “It’s just . . .” Grace stopped, unable to find the right words.

				“Joy and Liz seem like nice girls. I bet once you get to know them, you’ll find you have a lot in common.” Grace’s mom came beside her and patted her back. “I’m glad you’re befriending Tillie. I think she could really use a friend right now.”

				Befriend Tillie? It was more like Tillie had been a friend to her. “Why do you say that?” Grace asked, looking up into her mother’s hazel eyes.

				Mrs. Mitchell took a seat at the table. “Tillie lives in foster care, honey.”

				“Foster care? What’s that?”

				“Foster care is a home that provides a safe place for children to live when they can’t live at their own home. It’s usually temporary, but sometimes it can be for a long time.”

				Grace tilted her head to the side. “Why is Tillie living in foster care?” 

				Grace recognized the look of concern in her mother’s eyes. There was a pause as her mother looked at her hands folded on her lap. Grace knew her mom was trying to find the right words before she continued. 

				“Tillie’s dad lost his job and hasn’t been able to properly care for her,” she finally said, looking into Grace’s anxious eyes. “Sometimes when adults go through something hard, they don’t always make the right decisions on how to handle it. Tillie’s dad has been making some bad decisions.”

				Grace remained silent as she listened to her mother speak. Poor Tillie, she thought. “But what about her mom?” she asked. “Why doesn’t she take care of Tillie?”

				“Tillie’s mom died when Tillie was just a baby,” she said. “Mrs. Hanniway, Tillie’s foster mother, was telling me all about Tillie’s situation this morning. She stopped by; hoping you and Tillie could be friends. I told her we’d invite Tillie over so you two could get to know each other.” Her mom paused before she continued. Her eyes lit up with love as she looked into Grace’s eyes. “But it looks like you and Tillie have beat us to it. Sounds like you two are off to a good start.”

				Grace liked seeing the look of approval on her mother’s face. She knew her mom wanted her to have a best friend as much as she did. But still, the sadness remained in her heart when she thought about Tillie living with strangers, not having a family to call her own.

				Grace sat in silent thought. The clock in the kitchen ticked away, filling up the quiet room with its reliable secondhand. “I’m glad Tillie and I have become friends,” she finally said. She got up, brushed the crumbs off her lap, and straightened her back. “I told Tillie I’d meet her after school. Would it be okay if I brought the girls some cookies?”

				Her mom almost jumped out of her chair with excitement. “Absolutely. I think that is a great idea,” she said. She walked toward the cookie jar. “Was there something else bothering you today?” she asked as she filled a bag with several cookies.

				Grace thought about her earlier concerns. She still felt uneasy about meeting with Joy and Liz, but now, after learning about Tillie’s situation, her worries seemed small. She reached for the bag of cookies her mom offered. “I guess I was a little worried about Joy and Liz not liking me,” she said. “Sometimes I get so nervous around them, and I never know what to say. It’s like my tongue gets glued to the roof of my mouth.” Her mom didn’t hesitate but wrapped her arms around Grace and gave her a tight squeeze.

				“Just remember, you will make a great friend to anyone. You’re loyal, loving and most of all, my daughter. You have nothing to fear.” She pulled back and looked Grace in the eyes. “Whenever I’m scared or nervous, I always try to remember that everyone’s the same. We all have our secret fears and at times, lonely feelings.”

				“Really?” Grace asked. “Even people that seem to have a million friends and have everything they could ever ask for?” She sat at the edge of her chair and waited.

				“Yes,” her mom smiled. “Even people that seem to have it all. Everyone experiences loneliness, sadness and fear. It’s how we respond and overcome those feelings that makes us who we are.”

				Grace let the words dance on her tongue and twirl in her head. Yes, she liked knowing that she wasn’t the only one to feel afraid or nervous around others, or the only person to feel alone. She met her mom’s patient eyes with a smile. “Thanks, Mom.” And with that she ran out the door, put on her new helmet, hopped on her bike, and rode off with the bag of cookies dangling in her hand.

				It wasn’t long before she met Tillie on the road. “I’ve been waiting by the big oak. I thought maybe you’d forgotten,” Tillie said with downcast eyes.

				Grace slowed her bike and pulled up to Tillie. She saw the slight frown on Tillie’s mouth and the pinch between her eyes. “I’m sorry, Tillie. I was talking with my mom and having a cookie,” she said, extending the bag to Tillie. “Here, have one.”

				Tillie’s eyes locked onto the bag and then back up to Grace. “Thanks!” She dug out a cookie and started eating it like she hadn’t eaten in days. 

				Grace watched her intently, remembering what her mom had said about Tillie being in foster care. “I think she put enough cookies in the bag for you to have two,” Grace said.

				Tillie’s eyes lit up like she’d just won a giant stuffed dog at the fair. “Are you serious?” She shoved what was left of the cookie into her mouth and dug back into the bag for another. Grace waited on the side of the street while Tillie ate. As Tillie sat on the curb eating her cookie, Grace wondered about Joy and Liz again. She tried to remember what her mom had told her. She let the words fill her. Tillie stood up. 

				“Can I ride your bike to Liz’s?” she asked.

				“Where’s your bike?” Grace asked.

				“I don’t have one, remember?” Tillie said, kicking a rock with her shoe.

				“You don’t have one?” Grace asked. She thought it was odd that Tillie didn’t own a bike. Didn’t all kids their age have a bike? 

				“Do you know how to ride?” she asked, squinting at Tillie.

				“I thought you could teach me,” Tillie said hesitantly.

				Grace stood frozen. She wanted to help Tillie but she didn’t think she could do it on her own. She looked up and down the deserted street. They had two more blocks to go before they got to Liz’s house. 

				“I know what!” she decided.

				Tillie tilted her head, her puppy dog eyes waiting.

				“How about the Dragonfly Club teaches you?”

				Tillie let the words sink in, but it didn’t take her long to respond. “That would be awesome!” she screamed. “Let’s go!” Tillie took off running down the street toward Liz’s house. Grace watched as the flowers on Tillie’s Hawaiian shirt seemed to float in the air and reach toward the sun as she ran. 

				Grace adjusted her helmet and began to pedal as fast as she could to catch up with Tillie. She was sure Joy and Liz would be just as excited as she was to teach Tillie to ride a bike. She couldn’t wait to see the looks on their faces when they heard what the first task of the Dragonfly Club would be.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Five

				Tillie stood by the front door. “What’s the problem?” she called. Wisps of hair blew across her face, forcing her to brush them away like pesky mosquitoes. Her brown eyes dug into Grace, waiting for an explanation.

				“I, umm . . .” Grace didn’t know how to explain her hesitancy. She teetered on her bike, not yet ready to get off the safety it offered.

				Tillie jumped down from the stoop and ran back to Grace. Her anxious eyes softened as she extended an arm around Grace’s shoulder. “Why are you so nervous around Liz and Joy?” she asked softly.

				Was it that obvious? Grace looked toward the quiet house. It was a large two-story brick home with identical white ceramic lions on either side of the front steps. Inside, Liz and Joy waited for Tillie and Grace to arrive. Tillie’s fingers tapped her on the back.

				“I know you’re shy, Grace, but you always seem to be extra nervous around Joy and Liz. Why? They seem nice to me,” Tillie said. Grace noticed the light lift in her tone at the end.

				She found Tillie’s easy eyes and shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “I guess they’ve always been best friends, and I don’t have one. They’ve got each other, so why would they want to be friends with me?”

				Before Tillie could answer, the front door burst open and Liz and Joy came bouncing out. “Hi, Tillie! Hi, Grace!” Liz waved. “Joy and I have a great idea!”

				The two girls ran over with big grins and excitement dancing in their eyes. Grace got off her bike and leaned it against a tree.

				“How about if we have our Dragonfly Club meetings in my tree house!” Liz exclaimed. She pointed to a wood structure twenty feet away, up in a big elm tree.

				“Awesome!” Tillie said. She stared at the wooden structure with her mouth open in awe. 

				Liz led the way, followed by Joy, Tillie and then Grace. They climbed the narrow wooden ladder up into the tree house. Grace stood on the deck of the tree house and looked down. She weaved back and forth in a dizzying sway as stomach acid began to creep up her throat. Was she afraid of heights or was she nervous about the meeting? She decided it was probably both.

				“Come on, Grace,” Joy called from inside the small doorway. Grace turned around and crawled in. The inside was like stepping into a fairytale garden. The walls were white with painted roses, daisies, morning glories and all different varieties of flowers. They were scattered on the walls in reds, yellows, greens, blues, pinks, purples and everything in between. The ceiling shined with the same iridescent blues of the ocean, with waves of white clouds dotting the edges. Grace walked up to the wall and touched a fairy resting on a fencepost.

				“This is soooo great,” she said. She dragged her hand along the wall until she discovered another fairy sitting on a blue flower. “Who did this?” Grace asked.

				Liz came to her side and pointed out another fairy hiding behind a rock. “My mom’s an artist. She painted all of this when I was little. She hid fairies in the garden for me to find.”

				Grace glanced at Liz and was surprised to see a welcoming smile aimed right at her. 

				“I’m glad you’re here, Grace,” Liz said softly.

				“Thanks. Me, too.”

				“Hey, Grace’s mom made us something,” Tillie called. She held up the bag of cookies and rattled the contents.

				Grace and Liz sat down in the middle of the tree house and formed a circle with Tillie and Joy.

				“What is it?” Joy asked.

				“My mom made chocolate chip cookies. There’s enough for everyone to have two.”

				“Sweet!” Joy said. She dug into the bag and pulled out a cookie.

				“Wait!” Liz demanded. 

				Joy froze with the cookie at her lips as she waited for Liz to explain.

				“We can’t do anything until we officially start the Dragonfly Club.”

				“Does this mean I can’t have a cookie?” Joy asked. Her lower lip pushed out in a pout.  

				“No, silly, it just means we have to do something special, that only we club members know, before we start the meeting.” 

				“Oh, you mean like a secret handshake or sign our names in blood,” Tillie joined in.

				“Yeah, something like that,” Liz said. She glanced at the girls. 

				They looked at each other and nodded. Joy set the cookie aside and brushed the crumbs off her hands. They all leaned in, waiting for someone to come up with a Dragonfly Club ritual.

				“I know,” Tillie finally said, “how about we all prick our fingers, sign our names in blood on the tree house walls and then spit and shake hands, forever sealing our friendships.

				“Ewww, that’s so gross,” Liz said. She scrunched up her nose while her pink-painted fingernails curled under her chin. “I think we can have a club without having to do that.”

				Tillie shrugged. “It sounded cool,” she said.

				“How about we all have to catch a dragonfly and then say something together, like a special saying or something, and then let them all go at the same time from on top of the tree house,” Grace suggested shyly. 

				Liz grabbed her arm and pulled her close. “Grace, that’s an awesome idea!” she squealed. 

				“Yeah, let’s do it!” Joy agreed. 

				Tillie nodded enthusiastically. The girls raced down the tree house ladder to see who could catch the first dragonfly. Liz ran into her garage and retrieved several nets and a large ice cream bucket with a lid. They paired up, Liz and Joy together and Tillie and Grace, looking for dragonflies. It was unusually hot and humid so the dragonflies were plentiful, zooming around the yard.

				“We’ve got two,” Tillie called. Joy and Liz were on the other side of the garden, but they soon ran over to the tree house with the bucket in tow.

				Joy pushed her glasses off her nose and wiped a bead of sweat off her forehead. “We’ve got our two,” she said. The girls emptied their dragonflies into the bucket and carefully shut the lid. Tillie gently carried the bucket as she climbed the ladder of the tree house. The others followed behind her. When they reached the top, they gathered around the window that overlooked the yard.

				Liz looked at Grace. “Now what?” she asked.

				All eyes settled on Grace. She remembered her mother’s words and found strength in them. She cleared her throat and took the bucket from Tillie. 

				“Inside this bucket,” she began, “is the beginning of the Dragonfly Club.” She glanced at the other girls, their eyes anxious and serious as they waited for her to continue. Clutching the bucket to her chest, Grace continued. “I’ve heard that dragonflies eat mosquitoes,” the girls gasped as Grace nodded. She saw the trust in their eyes at her knowledge and it added a footstool of strength for her to go on. “Yes,” she said. “Dragonflies help us by doing their part to make the planet a better place. That’s why our Dragonfly Club should do the same. Our mission will be to help others and make the planet a better place.” 

				She paused, waiting to see what type of response she would get. Her eyes wandered the group, looking for an answer. She saw awe and thoughtfulness as each girl considered her words. It remained silent in the tree house as each girl let the mission of their club settle upon them like ashes floating down from a bonfire. 

				When no one responded, she felt it safe to continue. “This is what we’ll say at the start of each Dragonfly Club.” Grace held up her right hand and placed it gently over her heart. The girls copied her. “Now we’ll form a circle,” she ­declared. The girls made a tight circle, each having their right hand on their chest. Grace took her left hand and laced it through Tillie’s crooked elbow and placed her left hand on top of her right hand. The girls copied in silence. They were locked together, their arms interlaced with their hands resting on their hearts. 

				“Repeat after me,” Grace commanded. “The Dragonfly Club will help those in need, always succeed, and be forever friends with no need to bleed.” The girls giggled as they repeated what Grace had just made up. Grace saw the delight in their eyes as they said the words she had created. She felt light and giddy inside as if someone had unscrewed the top of her head and let all her earlier anxieties escape. 

				The girls began to move, loosening their entwined arms. “I’m not done,” Grace said. She glanced down to the ice cream bucket she had placed on the floor. She wiggled out of the locked arms and picked it up. She motioned for the girls to follow her to the window. “As we release our dragonflies back out into the wild,” she said, lifting the bucket up to the window, “it is a sign and agreement that we are devoted to our cause.” Grace let her fingernails dig under the lid but waited to open it. “All that agree, say ‘I do.’” The girls said “I do” in unison. At that, Grace pried the lid off and let the dragonflies escape. The girls watched as the four dragonflies fluttered away.

				“That was awesome,” Liz said when the dragonflies were gone.

				“Yeah,” Joy agreed. “But now I want my cookie!”

				The girls laughed and took their places back on the floor.

				Joy and Liz ate their cookies while Tillie and Grace explained their idea for the club.

				“We could each give Tillie a turn on our bikes and then we can see which one is the easiest for her,” Grace ­explained.

				Liz and Joy glanced at each other, whispered a few words among themselves, and then looked back at Grace and Tillie. Their faces were serious. Tillie shifted on the floor, shooting sideways glances at Grace. It was the first time Grace had ever seen Tillie nervous. She felt sorry for her friend and was ready to defend her if needed. 

				“If you two don’t feel comfortable using your bikes, we can just use mine. She can even use my helmet,” Grace said.

				Liz and Joy turned away and suddenly turned back toward Grace and Tillie, making the silliest faces they possibly could. “Gotcha!” they screamed. 

				“What? You scared me half to death!” Tillie shot back. Tillie and Grace laughed so hard they rolled over onto their backs with their legs pulled in and their feet sticking in the air.

				“We’re sorry,” Joy said. Her fiery red curls looked more out of control than ever. “But you should’ve seen the looks on your faces!” She fell back and joined Tillie and Grace on the floor. “Oh, no, I think I’m gonna pee my pants!” Joy cried. 

				The others continued to laugh hysterically.

				“No, I’m serious,” Joy said. “I’ve got to pee!” She scrambled out the door on her hands and knees, hurried down the ladder and ran into the house. Still giggling, Liz, Tillie, and Grace followed her down the ladder. Liz ran into the garage to get her bike while Grace ran to the tree to retrieve hers. 

				Tillie was already on Grace’s bike, helmet on, ready to ride, by the time Joy came back outside.

				“I’m glad you didn’t start without me,” Joy said. “I really had to go!” 

				“It’s a good thing Liz has an extra long driveway. It’s the perfect length to learn how to ride a bike,” Grace said, changing the subject. 

				“Maybe I should have some hockey or football gear on or something like that, in case I wipe out,” Tillie said, looking nervous.

				Grace held the bike steady for Tillie. “That’s a great idea!” Liz said. She disappeared once again into the garage. A few seconds later she came back holding up a pair of shin guards and elbow pads. “My brother plays hockey. These will be perfect for you, Tillie.”

				Tillie shot an anxious look at Grace. Grace tilted her head and shrugged. “It couldn’t hurt,” she said.

				After the girls had properly suited Tillie up, they each found a section of the bike to hold. At first Tillie wobbled in the seat like a newborn pony on stiff, uneasy legs, but soon she was pedaling on her own, building speed so fast the girls had trouble keeping up. Up and down the cement driveway they went, three girls supporting their friend as her face changed from fear, to dread, to excitement, to joy.

				“I . . . need . . . a . . . break.” Liz sputtered.

				“Yeah, me too,” Grace added, panting like a dog. It seemed like they’d been teaching Tillie for hours.

				The girls slowed the bike to a stop and helped Tillie off before they all fell down in the grass. The afternoon sun shone on their sweaty faces, adding a special glow of accomplishment. Their chests heaved up and down as they tried to catch their breath. All, that is, except Tillie. 

				Grace noticed Tillie watching the birds fly back and forth with a wide grin on her face. She knew this had been a special day for her and couldn’t help but match her friend’s silly grin.

				The girls lay in silence, each of them deep in thought as their labored breathing began to subside. 

				“Thanks for not making fun of me,” Tillie said quietly.

				Grace, Liz, and Joy looked at each other. “Why would we make fun of you?” Joy asked.

				Tillie kept her gaze toward the sky. “Because I don’t have a bike and I don’t know how to ride one.”

				Liz jumped to her feet. “What do you mean you don’t know how to ride a bike? What do you think you were just doing?”

				Tillie turned toward Liz. “Yeah, but you guys were holding onto me.”

				Grace and Joy stood up next to Liz. “This time you’re riding my bike,” Joy said, pointing to her red, white, and blue racer.

				Tillie stood, still wearing the shin guards, elbow pads and helmet. She looked more like a robot than a girl. “Are you sure? That’s an awfully expensive-looking bike.” 

				“Sure, I’m sure,” Joy said. She retrieved her bike and wheeled it over to Tillie. “But on one condition.”

				“What’s that?” Tillie asked.

				“This time we’re gonna let go.”

				Tillie looked around the group as each girl nodded in agreement.

				“I don’t know if I’m ready for that. When you guys are holding on to me, I feel safe, like you won’t let me fall.” She bit her lower lip as she stared at the bike.

				“We’ll be there running alongside of you just in case you start to teeter,” Grace reassured her.

				Tillie looked Grace in the eyes, needing a promise. Grace didn’t look away, but nodded that it would be okay. She knew Tillie would trust her, and she wasn’t about to let her friend down. Tillie smiled sheepishly, then turned and got on Joy’s bike, gripping the handlebars hard. 

				“Okay, I’m ready,” she said. She swiped away a bead of sweat from her face. 

				Grace, Joy, and Liz looked at each other with serious faces. “On the count of three,” Liz said. The girls nodded, each tightening their grip to the bike. Tillie rang the bike bell in preparation of the countdown.

				“One!” Liz said. 

				Grace bent her legs and leaned forward. 

				“Two!”

				The girls stared ahead.

				“Three!” 

				They began to run with Tillie pedaling fast.

				“Keep the bars straight!” Grace instructed when the bike began to swerve to the right.

				“We’re gonna let go!” Joy yelled.

				“I’m not sure I can do this on my own,” Tillie cried.

				“We won’t let you fall! We’ll be right by your side when you need us,” Grace encouraged. 

				“Here we go!” Liz called. The girls gently let go of the bike, their hands hovering over the spot they had held. They continued to run next to the bike. Tillie began to lose control and the girls grabbed hold of the bike and straightened it. They got to the end of the driveway and turned around.

				“Let’s keep trying,” Tillie pleaded with hope wrapped around each word. The girls held their positions and started to run, building speed quickly. 

				“Let go again,” Joy commanded. The girls released their grips. The bike continued on as if the girls were firmly holding it upright.

				“You’re doing it!” Grace yelled.

				“You’re not holding on?” Tillie asked, surprised.

				“We’re still here, but you’re doing it on your own,” Joy said. 

				“Woooo!” Tillie screamed with excitement. She rode the rest of the way up the driveway on her own before she stopped and parked the bike in front of the garage door. When she got off the bike the girls all cheered and gave each other hugs of celebration.

				“Wow, I never thought I’d be able to do it, but I did! Thanks, you guys!”

				“You can even ride my bike home, if you’d like,” Grace suggested.

				“I’d better practice on the driveway some more. But I’d like to do this again at our next Dragonfly Club meeting.”

				The girls agreed that helping Tillie on Monday would be a good idea. Grace looked at her watch. “I’ve gotta go, it’s almost supper time.”

				“I’ll go with you,” Tillie said. “I’m supposed to be back soon, too.” 

				Grace and Tillie said goodbye to Joy and Liz and turned to walk down the driveway. Grace walked her bike so Tillie wouldn’t have to run. At first they walked in silence. When they reached the end of the driveway, Tillie turned to Grace. She clasped her hands together and bounced in place. “I still can’t believe that I know how to ride a bike,” she said. 

				Grace saw pure joy and pride sprinkled across Tillie’s tanned face.

				“Yeah, it was pretty amazing,” Grace nodded, matching Tillie’s big grin. They fell back into silence once again as they walked down the block. Grace noticed how the breeze scattered Tillie’s dark hair across her face. It was long and straight, just past her shoulders, like Grace’s. But Tillie’s hair seemed fine and easily blown in the wind compared to her own thick strands of gold and red. Grace let her thoughts wander once again over Tillie’s life. How sad it must be for her to be in foster care. Did she miss her dad? Would she ever be able to see him again? 

				“I wonder how long I’ll be living here,” Tillie said. 

				Grace was pulled from her wandering reflections. “What do you mean?” she asked.

				“I don’t live with my mom and dad, like you and Joy and Liz.”

				Grace stopped walking and stared at Tillie. “My mom told me,” she said. 

				Tillie waited a second and then continued to walk. She waved her hand forward. Grace obeyed by quickening her pace until she caught up. She didn’t know what to say but knew nothing more needed to be said. The gravel and small rocks crunched underfoot, filling up the silence between them.

				“My mom died when I was a baby,” Tillie offered, still looking ahead.

				“I’m sorry,” Grace whispered.

				“My dad couldn’t take care of me too well so I have to live with some other people for a while.”

				“How long?” Grace asked. 

				Tillie glanced at Grace with faraway eyes. “I’m not sure,” she said.

				“Are they nice?” Grace asked. “The people you’re living with.”

				Tillie considered the question. “Yeah, I guess . . .” 

				“Do they make you do chores? Do you have your own room? Do you do anything fun with them like church or out to the movies?

				This time Tillie stopped and stared at Grace. “Wow, that’s a lot of questions. I just moved there a week ago, ­remember?” 

				Grace stopped too and looked away, her eyes falling on a flower garden in a yard nearby. Her excitement in wanting to get to know Tillie had poured out too fast. Tillie probably thought she was being nosey. She let her eyes meet Tillie’s.

				Tillie’s forehead crinkled like she had a million things to say all at once, but she started with just one. “What’s church, anyway?” she asked. She cocked her head to the side as she waited for Grace to answer. 

				Grace could feel the air leave her lungs as the shock of Tillie’s question struck her in the stomach like a soccer ball. What about Christmas, the manger, and Easter? There was so much to tell her, where should she begin? “You can find out if you go to Sunday school with me.”

				“Isn’t that something you do at church?” Tillie asked.

				“Yeah, it’s really fun and you can come with me.”

				Tillie shrugged without giving it much thought, “Sure. But I’ll need a ride because my foster parents don’t go.”

				Grace felt herself breathe again as her shoulders relaxed. They began to walk again, only this time Grace could feel a new spring in her step. Tillie was going to do something with her! When they reached the end of the street where they each had to go their separate ways, the girls gave each other a high five and headed in opposite directions.

				“Thanks for teaching me today!” Tillie called.

				Grace turned and waved back at her friend. “No problem, it was fun! I can’t wait until Sunday!” She hopped on her bike and rode the rest of the way home. She tilted her face back to feel the early evening sun. The solid heat of the sun’s rays soaked into her body as if they were waves of energy filling her soul. Everything today had been perfect. But she thought about Tillie’s life and the joy seeped out of her like the air squeezing out of a balloon. She let the thoughts hover over her, but she didn’t let it dampen her good mood. 

				She pedaled faster, letting the wind do what it would with her untamed hair. She couldn’t wait to get home and tell her parents all about the Dragonfly Club. 

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Six

				Grace and Tillie talked nonstop the whole way home from church. The two girls had been inseparable during Sunday school and even sat side-by-side giggling during the church service. Grace had always enjoyed Sunday school, but usually sat alone and silent in the back of the room. By having Tillie at her side, she came alive, like she was a different person. Tillie gave her the confidence she needed to talk to the other kids. She couldn’t believe how friendly the kids had been when she actually took the chance to speak to them. 

				“I’m so glad you came to church with us today, Tillie,” Grace’s mom said from the front seat. “Do you think you’d like to go again next week?”

				Tillie slid a glance at Grace. The girls nodded excitedly at each other. “Yes, Mrs. Mitchell, I’d love to go,” Tillie answered.

				Grace’s mom looked over her shoulder and smiled. “That would be really nice,” she said.

				As the car pulled into Tillie’s driveway, Grace grabbed her arm, willing her to stay just a little bit longer. “Are we still meeting tomorrow after school?” she whispered.

				“Absolutely,” Tillie replied with a crooked grin. “It will be the second meeting of the Dragonfly Club. I wouldn’t miss it, even if I was dying from thirst.”

				Grace laughed, “Yeah, me neither.”

				Tillie opened the car door and stepped out. “Thanks,” she said before she shut the door. She ran up to the front steps, turned and waved, and then disappeared inside. Grace’s dad backed the car out of the driveway and drove the few blocks to their house. The car seemed empty and void, too silent with Tillie gone. Grace looked out the window at the gray clouds that threatened rain. She wondered how she’d ever survived this long without Tillie in her life.  

				“Have you thought about what you’d like for your birthday?” her mother asked.

				Grace continued to stare out the window. She was deep in thought. 

				“Grace, did you hear me?”

				Grace diverted her gaze. “What?” she muttered.

				Her mother turned in her seat. “Your birthday? Do you still want that DS Lite game you’ve been talking about for the last few months?”

				Grace pictured the pink electronic game in her head, the one all the other girls had talked about. 

				“You know your birthday’s only a few weeks away. Your grandparents need to know what you’d like. And then there’s your party. Have you thought about who you want to invite?”

				Grace looked at her mom. “I think I’d just like money for my birthday,” she said. 

				“Money?” her mother asked in a shocked tone. Grace noticed the look of surprise her parents exchanged with each other.

				She felt an unfamiliar confidence rise up within her. “Yes, money is all I want,” she said.

				Her dad glanced at her through the rearview mirror, “But what about the game you’ve been talking about?” he said. “Isn’t that important to you?”

				Grace smiled to herself. “Not so much. Not anymore.” 

				Her dad turned the car into their driveway. Grace got out and stood in front of their pale blue two-story home. Somehow it seemed different to her, more special. As she stood there, she knew a change in her was taking place. It was as subtle as the wind brushing against her cheek, but it was happening nonetheless. She was growing and changing, the little girl in her fading just a bit. She thought again of the idea she had to surprise Tillie. She couldn’t wait until tomorrow when she could share it with Liz and Joy. She only hoped they would agree with her and her plan would be underway. 
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				Grace passed a small piece of paper to Liz and Joy on the bus when Tillie wasn’t looking. She felt a little guilty for slipping a secret note, but she knew it was for the best. 

				“Hey,” Tillie jabbed her in the ribs. Grace jumped from her secret thoughts. “What’s up with you?” Tillie said. “You seem like you’re in a different world.”

				“Sorry, I was just thinking about something.”

				“Yeah, well, are we still on for meeting after school today? I’d like to practice riding again, you know, at the Dragonfly Club.”

				Grace nodded. “Of course we’re on. I’ve been thinking about it all weekend.”

				Tillie’s face relaxed. “Yeah, me too. Should we meet by the big oak again? We can walk over to Liz’s house ­together.”

				“Yeah . . . um . . .” Grace was about to agree before she suddenly remembered her note to Joy and Liz. “How about we just meet at Liz’s? I have something I need to do before our meeting.”

				Tillie looked disappointed at first but then shrugged. “Okay,” she said as the bus pulled in front of the school. “Just don’t forget to bring your bike. I like riding yours the best.”

				Grace turned her face away from Tillie and smiled. Her plan was building steam inside of her. If she didn’t tell somebody soon, she’d explode. She looked up at the large brick building in front of her. She knew it offered her knowledge and wisdom, but today the only thing on her mind would be the meeting after school with the Dragonfly Club.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Seven

				Her leg muscles worked extra hard as Grace rode her bike as fast as she could toward Liz’s house. The sunny spring day had given way to a blustery, overcast sky. She hunched over the handlebars and pressed forward against the wind, pedaling faster. She had to get to Liz’s before Tillie. The familiar twist in her stomach appeared as she got closer and closer. Why was she so nervous? She was meeting with Liz and Joy, so what? They’d all gotten along the last few times they were together, so why worry? But doubt and fear crept in and took over her thoughts. Maybe this was a bad idea, she told herself. She began to slow, feeling the weight of the wind push against her. She remembered her plan, the idea to help Tillie, and her legs began to build up steam once again. With each push of the pedal, her resolve increased until she was determined to make it happen. She pushed her doubts back down inside her and focused on helping Tillie.

				Liz and Joy were waiting for her as she approached the wooded driveway. “Hurry, Grace, we don’t have much time!” Liz yelled. Her normally perfect blonde strands flew across her face in a hurricane of disarray. She brushed them away but it was no use, they continued to harass her with the help of the wind. Grace smiled, delighted to see that Liz wasn’t as perfect as she always appeared to be. 

				Joy seemed different, too, from what Grace remembered. Her plaid skirt showed off dirty knees and one knee-high sock slouched at her ankle. Grace felt herself relax. What did she have to be nervous about? Joy and Liz were just like all the other girls her age. Their hair got disheveled from the wind, they fell down now and then, and their clothes weren’t always perfect. Joy and Liz were just like her. She rode past them and got off her bike, leaning it against the house. They ran up behind her with quick footsteps. 

				“Tillie will be here any minute, Grace! Tell us your plan,” Joy exclaimed.

				“Wait, let’s go up in the clubhouse,” Liz said. She turned and ran the short distance to the ladder with Grace and Joy right behind her. 

				Grace’s heart was thumping so loud she thought Liz and Joy would hear it, but she didn’t care. She was excited and couldn’t wait to share her thoughts. After the girls climbed the ladder, they sat in a tight circle with their knees touching. 

				Grace rubbed her hands together, building friction so hot she thought steam would rise off of them. “Here’s my plan . . .” she began. Joy and Liz leaned in close. “We are going to buy Tillie a new bike!” she exclaimed. It took all her self-control to not jump up and down.

				Joy and Liz stared blank faced at her. They said nothing but waited for her to continue. By the looks on their faces, Grace felt as if someone had poked her with a pin and let all the air out of her. She could feel the blood leave her face and her smile disappear. “What?” she asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

				“Grace,” Joy said. Her green eyes peered from behind black-rimmed glasses. “How are we going to get the money?”

				Grace had thought about this and had an answer ready. “We save our money and we work for it,” she said. She heard the lilt of optimism in her own voice and hoped it offered encouragement. Joy and Liz looked at each other with raised eyebrows and then back at Grace.

				“What about her parents?” Liz asked. “How come they don’t buy her a bike?”

				Grace bit at a fingernail. How was she going to answer this? Maybe Tillie didn’t want anyone to know she was in foster care. But then again, she never said not to tell anyone. Grace sighed and glanced at Liz. “I just don’t think that’s going to happen right now,” she said. She would let Tillie tell them she was in foster care if she wanted.

				Liz scrunched her mouth to the side, her eyes deep in thought, “I’ve got ten dollars that I’ve been saving for an iPad,” she finally said. “I’d be willing to put that toward buying a bike for Tillie.”

				“Great,” Grace said, tapping Liz’s knee with her fingertips. “And I’ve got twelve dollars I’ve saved from my allowance, plus I’ll be getting money for my birthday,” she added. Liz’s face lit up with the same excitement that Grace was feeling. They looked at Joy and waited for her to join them, but she didn’t respond. She stood and walked toward the window.

				Grace and Liz shared a concerned look. 

				“I don’t have any money,” Joy said in a low voice. “I just bought a new CD and don’t have any money left over.”

				Grace stood up with new resolve. “But that’s okay,” she said. “We can earn the money.” 

				Joy turned around with downcast eyes. “But how? I want to help Tillie just as much as you do, but how? We’re only kids.”

				“We can do extra chores around the house. Once our parents know what we’re doing, I’m sure they’ll help us if we’re willing to work for it. Plus we can do odd jobs for people in the neighborhood. I know Mr. Daniels would pay us if we raked his yard.”

				Liz stood up next to Grace. “And I bet Mrs. Nelson would pay someone to walk her dog, Zoe. She broke her arm and can’t take her for walks anymore.”

				Joy’s eyes met Grace. “I think my neighbor wanted some help weeding her garden. Maybe she’d pay me if I helped, especially when I tell her why I’m trying to raise money.”

				Grace jumped up and down and clapped her hands. “I think we can do this!” she shouted. Joy and Liz did the same, allowing their excitement to grow.

				“Hey, what’s going on up there?” Tillie called from the ground.

				The girls suddenly stopped and huddled together, giggling with hushed fingers over their lips.

				“We’ll be right down!” Liz called. “It’s time for you to practice riding.”

				“It looks like it could rain,” Tillie called, “but I’m ready for it.”

				Grace, Joy and Liz climbed down the tree house ladder. They took their positions around Tillie as she sat on Grace’s bike. They all knew their part and were eager to give it another try.

				Even after it started to sprinkle and they looked like wet dogs, limp and shriveled, they continued to practice until Tillie could zoom up and down the driveway by herself with complete confidence.

				“I did it!” Tillie yelled. “I did it!” 

				Helping Tillie gave Grace something she never expected. She stood back with pride and watched Tillie ride the bike on her own, getting more daring as she got better. 

				She glanced over at Joy and Liz. They were watching Tillie with the same look of satisfaction in their eyes.

				Later that night, when Grace laid her head on her pillow to sleep, she could hear Tillie’s excitement echo in her head. “I did it! I did it!” 

				Grace smiled in the dark and closed her eyes. She couldn’t wait to start a new day so she could raise money for her new best friend.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Eight

				After two weeks of doing extra chores around the house and walking Mrs. Nelson’s dog every day after school, Grace was beginning to wonder if they’d ever save up enough money to buy Tillie a bike. She looked down at her dirty hands and brushed them together to release the extra dirt that stuck to her moist palms. The pile of black dirt in front of her seemed just as big as when she started. She was shoveling dirt into a wheelbarrow and then bringing it to a new rose garden her mom was starting in the far corner of the yard. This job alone would give her five dollars to put toward Tillie’s bike. She looked at the pile of earth again and smiled. She took a deep breath, the smell of moist earth and soiled wood filled her nostrils and gave her new strength. She took the shovel back in her hands, determined to finish the job. She pushed the end of the shovel deep into the dark pile and was about to lift it when she heard someone shout her name.

				Looking up, she spotted Sully standing two houses down. Why did he have to live by her? He was wild, competitive, and obviously didn’t like her. This was the first time he’d said anything to her since the scavenger hunt. Every time she saw him he always shot her an angry scowl. Sore loser, she thought.

				She stood still. To her surprise, he jumped the wire fence surrounding his yard and ran through her next door neighbor’s yard until he stopped right in front of her.

				“I know why you’ve been working so hard lately,” he said with a glint in his eyes.

				Grace remained silent. She pushed the shovel deeper into the dirt and let go. The wooden handle stood straight up on its own, stuck in the middle of the pile like it had been growing there for years. She brushed her hands against her jeans and crossed her arms.

				Sully’s expression softened. “You’re interesting, Grace Mitchell.”

				Grace felt her jaw drop and almost took her hand to push it back up, but she resisted the urge and stood her ground.

				“What do you want, Sully Stevens?”

				He eyed the work she’d been doing and then met her gaze. Again he said, “I know why you’ve been working so hard lately.” It burned her that he seemed to know her secret. She decided to play dumb.

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied. She looked him straight in the eyes despite her racing heart and the stomach ache that suddenly appeared.

				“Liz told me.”

				Grace looked down to her feet. Though Sully hadn’t moved, she felt like someone had kicked her in the gut. She took a step back.

				Sully took a step forward. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t tell anyone. Your little secret’s safe with me.”

				She shot him an angry glare. “You better not. We’re working hard to raise money to buy Tillie a bike, and we don’t have much time. It’s going to be a surprise.” She blurted out the words so fast she didn’t have time to stop herself. She glanced up at Sully and saw the smooth, satisfying grin of a cat that just swallowed a canary.

				She began to wonder if Liz had actually told him anything or if he had just tricked her into telling him. 

				“Sully Stevens, you’re impossible!” she blurted out in a sharp tone. He laughed and turned around and ran through the dew-tipped grass as if he were late for an important meeting. 

				Grace stomped her foot. She watched him leap over the fence with one single swoop of his legs and disappear to the front of his house. She grabbed the shovel handle and pulled it out. She scooped out a pile of dirt and dumped it into the wheelbarrow with all the force she had. She would get this job done and then do another one as soon as she could. Sully Stevens was not going to discourage her, she would be sure of that!
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				Just as she’d guessed, Liz hadn’t told Sully anything about their plans to buy Tillie a bike. The three girls secretly met that night and paced the tree house floor.

				“I say we go right over to Sully’s house and give him a piece of our minds,” Joy said. She pushed up her glasses, revealing eyes glazed with anger.

				Tillie would know what to do, Grace thought. She was the bold one in the group. She seemed to have an answer for any problem.

				Liz grabbed a section of her hair and pushed it annoyingly away from her face. “No,” she said as she stopped pacing and looked at Grace and Joy. “That will only make him happy, seeing us mad. We’ve got to beat him at his own game.”

				“What do you mean?” Grace asked. She was still too mad at her own stupidity to think straight.

				“We’ll just pretend that nothing happened. Act like we don’t even care that he knows.”

				“But what if he tells someone or worse yet, tells Tillie?” Joy said. 

				Grace nodded. “Liz is right,” she said. “We can’t let Sully ruin everything.”

				Joy nodded too and her face relaxed. The girls’ eyes met with agreement.

				“I’d better get going,” Grace added. “It’s getting late.” She turned to lead the way down the tree house ladder.

				“Wait,” Liz said. “How much money do we have so far?”

				Grace touched her chin and paused. “I guess I haven’t counted for a while, but I think we have around forty-five dollars.” She saw the look of disappointment on both Joy and Liz’s faces. “But that’s good, you guys,” she encouraged. “We’re doing it!”

				“My dad said he’d match what I earn. I’m supposed to get paid tomorrow for helping Mrs. Johnson with her garden. That should help,” said Liz.

				“See, every little bit will help.” Grace forced a smile and continued down the ladder. 
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				Grace slowed her pace so the fluffy white poodle could catch up to her. The dog’s sharp nails clicked along the pavement with the same clickity clack, clickity clack taps of a woman with long manicured nails typing on a keyboard. Occasionally Zoe would stop and smell the grass, but soon enough they’d be on their way, going around the block on their usual route. Grace had been walking Mrs. Nelson’s dog twice a day for three weeks. Once in the morning before she went to school and then again in the evening after supper. Plus, she and Joy and Liz had raked two yards, earning ten more dollars to put toward Tillie’s new bike. 

				Grace thought about the total amount of money they had saved. They weren’t even halfway to the amount they needed. She sighed as Zoe pulled on the leash, veering toward another dog sitting chained up in a front yard. She gave a little tug and Zoe obeyed, her tongue hanging off to the side as she panted to keep up. Grace calculated the amount they needed in her head and subtracted what they had. They were still short sixty-two dollars. With her birthday party in two weeks, she was sure they’d have enough money to buy Tillie a bike within a month.  

				“Grace! Grace!”

				Grace blinked and looked ahead. Tillie was running toward her, her pink cowgirl boots clopping like a horse running at full speed. Grace stopped walking. Zoe looked back at her, questioning the sudden pull on her collar.

				Tillie flailed her arms over her head. “Grace, I’ve got to tell you something!” she called again.  

				For some reason, Grace remained still, a bit hesitant to go forward despite the hurried calls of her friend. Zoe, too, must have felt sudden fear at Tillie’s fast approach. The dog hid behind Grace’s heels and whimpered. Grace bent and gave the dog a little pat on the head. “It’s okay, Zoe, it’s only Tillie.” She straightened to see Tillie before her, bent over, out of breath.

				“Hey, Till, what’s going on?” she asked. “You’ve scared Zoe half to death.”

				“I . . .” Tillie lifted her head but remained bent, her hands resting on her knees. Her hair was in pigtails, like long streaks of black paint against the blue sky.

				“I . . .” she tried again. Her voice was throaty, not clear like it usually was.

				Zoe continued to whimper and began to shiver as she leaned against Grace’s calf. Grace glanced down at the scared little dog. It was as if the animal could sense an impending doom. Grace looked back at Tillie, their eyes meeting. There was a sharp silence between them as Grace waited for Tillie to explain. 

				Tillie tried to breathe normally. Her quick breaths had subsided and now were replaced with a gentle up-and-down rhythm. It was early evening and the sun hung over them like a protective mother covering her children in warmth. “I’ve got some news,” Tillie began, only this time less enthusiastic.

				Grace was getting impatient, she put her hands on her hips. “You’ve said that. What is it?”

				“My dad is better,” she said with a crooked smile and shiny inky eyes.

				“Better?”

				“Yeah, he’s out of treatment. The judge said I can go back home.”

				“Back home?” Grace asked in a state of shock. “But you live here, in Pine Ridge.” There was authority now in her voice despite the helpless feeling of loss building up inside her.

				“I live in foster care, Grace, I told you that,” Tillie said. She tilted her head to the side, her eyes looking for understanding. “I get to go home!” she said in a trill. 

				Grace could feel the tears push out of her no matter how hard she tried to hold them in. They started to trickle down her cheek like an annoying leaky faucet. “When do you leave?” she managed to ask with a shaky voice.

				Tillie reached out and touched Grace’s shoulder. “We’ll still be friends,” she said softly. 

				Everything was a blur for Grace. She could still make out the sharp angles of Tillie’s face, her high brow, her petite pink lips, her slender shoulders, but the world around her was losing focus as her tears went from a slow trickle to a torrential downpour. “When?” she demanded in too harsh a tone.

				Tillie dropped her hand and studied the ground. “Two weeks,” she whispered.

				“What?!” Grace yelled. “Two weeks?” She wanted Tillie to look up, to see the anger in her eyes, but she wouldn’t.

				There was a stinging silence between them as the reality of the words penetrated. Grace swiped at her tears, brushing them away as if they were the very words that wounded her. But it was no use. She bent and picked up Zoe, drawing her close to her chest and turned and ran away. 

				“Wait!” Tillie called after her. 

				At first Grace heard the clopping of the cowgirl boots behind her, but soon they began to fade. She wanted this to be a terrible nightmare that she would awaken from and laugh off as just a silly dream. But she knew it wasn’t a dream, and it wasn’t something that would just disappear. She felt a stab of heat in her throat, her emotions twisting so tight she couldn’t breath. She knew it wasn’t really her throat or her body that was in pain. It was her heart, crying out at the loss of a best friend. 
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				“The Dragonfly Club will help those in need, always succeed and be forever friends with no need to bleed.” Grace, Tillie, Joy and Liz said the words with straight, serious faces. It was only yesterday that Tillie had told Grace she’d be leaving. The two hadn’t spoken since. Grace avoided eye contact with Tillie as the girls unlocked their arms and sat in a circle. By now, word had gotten out about Tillie leaving. 

				Grace sat quietly with her own thoughts. She knew she should be happy for Tillie but she wasn’t. She couldn’t be. All she could think about was how Tillie’s absence would affect her life.

				Tillie cleared her throat. “I know you guys are mad at me,” she began, her eyes searching their faces. The tree house was so quiet that even the chirps of the birds seemed to be on a loudspeaker. 

				“I wish you’d be happy for me,” she continued.

				Grace heard the sadness in Tillie’s voice, the muffled words as she put her head in her hands. Joy, Liz, and Grace glanced at each other, hoping someone would say or do something to make everything better. Joy took off her glasses and wiped her eyes before putting them back. Liz got up and walked to the window. So it was up to her, Grace thought. Her best friend was moving in two weeks, they ­didn’t have enough money to buy a bike for her, and all the hard work they’d been doing seemed to be for nothing. She began to dwell on all the negatives, letting them build up until she was ready to scream at anyone who crossed her path. And then she noticed Tillie. She was hunched over with her head in her hands as her back and chest quivered like an injured animal. Grace waited, hoping Liz or Joy would take action but they were too wrapped up in their own sadness to reach out.

				Grace crawled on her hands and knees until she was sitting next to Tillie. She wrapped an arm around Tillie’s back and pulled her in. “I’m sorry,” she said. She squeezed Tillie closer. “I’m happy for you, if this is what you want.”

				Tillie sniffed and grunted as she tried to compose herself. She raised her head, making a loud snorting noise. She raised her eyebrows, her eyes darting back and forth at the girls. They burst out laughing, which caused Joy to snort a few times, making the girls laugh even harder. Soon they were rolling on the floor with everyone snorting like a herd of pigs. Grace held her side as she wriggled on the floor of the tree house. She felt a poke in her ribs. She reached inside her sweatshirt pocket and pulled out three small envelopes.

				“Oh, yeah,” she said. “I almost forgot.” She sat up and passed out an envelope to each of the girls. 

				“I think I know what this is!” Tillie said. She sat up and ripped open the envelope. Joy and Liz did the same, keeping up with the new mood that circled around them.

				Joy adjusted her glasses and read the invitation. “Your birthday party is in two weeks?” she asked, readjusting her glasses once more. She peered at Grace over her glasses. “Isn’t Tillie leaving in two weeks?”

				“My mom called Tillie’s foster mom to make sure Tillie would still be around.”

				“I leave the next day,” Tillie added.

				“What about you, Liz?” Grace asked. “Can you make it?”

				Liz stood and walked behind Tillie. She wrapped her arms around the petite girl and gave her a big squeeze. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she said. Joy and Grace joined them and they enjoyed a group hug.

				“I might be moving away, but you’ll always be my Dragonfly friends,” Tillie said.

				“Dragonfly friends,” the others echoed and they gave each other another tight squeeze.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Nine

				Grace passed out the five remaining birthday invitations to her Sunday school classmates. Sully watched her as she gave one to each of the girls.

				“Where’s mine?” he asked.

				Startled, Grace stopped in front of him and pursed her lips. “Only girls are invited,” she stated flatly. 

				“I’m glad to see you’ve made some good friends,” her teacher interrupted. She was a lanky woman with short salt-and-pepper hair. She’d known Grace since she was a baby. Grace nodded and took her seat next to Tillie. She remembered when Sunday school had started, and she hadn’t known any of the kids very well. But now with Tillie by her side, she had made friends with all of them. She no longer felt the pang and twists that tied up her stomach when she met new people. She found it a challenge, a mission even, to learn as much about other people as she could, just like Tillie had taught her. She felt a jab in her side and a breath of hot air heavy at her ear.

				“I bet your party will be the best one ever,” Tillie whispered. “I’ve already heard kids talking about it. There’s definitely a buzz going around.” 
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				“Even the birds of the air and the flowers of the field do not worry about what they shall eat, what they shall drink or what they shall wear. It is provided for them. So, too, won’t God provide all your needs?” the pastor declared. “We are not to worry about our needs, but give them over to our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. He will supply all our needs.” 

				Tillie leaned in close to Grace. “I wish God would give me a bike,” she whispered. 

				“What about your dad?” Grace whispered back. She was curious to see what Tillie’s response would be.

				Tillie paused, her eyes looking off to a faraway place, a place only she knew. “I . . .” she stopped, swallowed hard and closed her mouth. She tried again, looking down at her hands. “I don’t think he’ll be able to,” she said. She glanced over at Grace with pinched eyes. “He just started a new job and—”

				“Never mind,” Grace interrupted. “Someday you’ll get a bike. You just have to, now that you know how to ride.”

				Tillie nodded, a hint of a smile appearing on her lips. 

				“Shhh,” Grace’s mom leaned over with her finger on her lips. She gestured toward the pastor. Grace nodded and gave her attention to the front. She tried to listen closely but it didn’t take long before she started calculating in her head. She pictured a pink-and-purple bike that had a loud horn on the front handlebars. She remembered the price she’d seen at the store and subtracted the amount the Dragonfly Club had raised. They were still short and her party was quickly approaching. But she knew Tillie was right. There was ­excitement going around school about her party. Imagine that. Kids were talking about her party. Some had even asked if they could come. Of course she couldn’t turn anyone away. With her mom and dad’s approval, the answer was always yes. Except when it came to Sully Stevens!  

				Grace was still walking Zoe twice a day, and her mom and dad had given her extra chores around the house to help build up her allowance each week. The more chores she did, the more money she made. Joy and Liz were still keeping up their money-making jobs as well. Liz was weeding her neighbor’s garden and Joy was babysitting her cousin’s hamster for a week while they were on vacation. But still, would it be enough? She’d promised herself she wouldn’t dwell on the idea that they might not raise enough money. Instead she would only focus on what she could do today to make it happen. She reached for Tillie’s hand and gave it a squeeze. Tillie squeezed back and the two began to giggle. Again, her mother leaned over with her finger to her lips. At that moment, the congregation stood and began to sing “Amazing Grace.” Thank goodness it was time to sing!  
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				As soon as Grace got home from church, she ran to her room. On her hands and knees she dug through her closet, past a pair of soccer cleats and behind a duffle bag, feeling along the floor for the smooth edges of the silver can. She stretched to the left, then to the right, but still the floor was empty. She rocked back on her heels and looked around her room. No, she hadn’t taken the can of money out this morning. She tried to remember when she’d last counted the money. She closed her eyes and pictured herself ­counting the money two days ago and then carefully returning the coffee can to its safe place in the back of her closet. Back on her hands and knees, she frantically threw everything on her closet floor out into her room. A pair of jeans flew past, her ballet shoes, an old toy horse that was missing a leg, a bag of gems, a book she had just finished reading, but still there was no can of money. Without changing out of her dress, she shoved on her tennis shoes and ran out the back door.

				Cold pellets of rain stung at her arms and face as she ran through her backyard, her gaze fixed on one house and one house only. She tried to leap over the fence in the same athletic way she’d seen, but her dress got caught in the back, causing her to stumble and fall to the ground. The loud rip she’d heard as she fell only added to her anger. It was her favorite dress. She let out a grunt and continued around to the front of the house.

				She saw the doorbell but pounded on the door anyway. As if he were waiting for her, Sully opened the door after her first set of banging.

				She saw his pinched brow and his questioning eyes but didn’t wait for him to speak. Instead she charged full speed ahead with the anger she had inside.

				“Where is it?” she blurted out with a mixture of rain and spit flying out of her mouth.

				“Where’s what?” Sully asked, confused.

				“You know what I’m talking about.” 

				“No, I don’t.” Sully shrugged, his hands extended, palms up.

				“Don’t play dumb with me,” she scolded. “I fell for your tricks once but you’re not gonna fool me again. I know you took it.”

				“Whatever you’re missing, Grace, I didn’t take it. I promise.” 

				It was then she noticed the truth in his eyes, the mixture of compassion and confusion etched on his face. Though she was standing under the eave of the house and was no longer getting rained on, drops of icy water from her drenched hair trickled down her face, blinding her. She swiped at the wetness and looked down at her dress as it clung to her shivering body. She crossed her arms in an effort to warm herself.

				“Wait a minute,” Sully said. “I’ll be right back.”

				Ha! She thought. He’s going to come clean after all. She’d convinced him to give her back the can of money he stole. She puffed out her chest and tilted her chin back, proud of her efforts to stand up to him. 

				She tapped her foot and wondered what was taking so long. After a minute had passed, she wondered if he was just playing another trick on her. She glanced at the doorbell and thought about ringing it a million times in a row.

				Before she could act, the door opened further and a blue blanket was shoved in her face. “Here,” he said. “Take this.”

				Grace stood motionless and shivered, her teeth clicking together uncontrollably. She wished they wouldn’t do that but she couldn’t make it stop. 

				When she didn’t take the blanket, Sully came out on the stoop and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Man, you’re stubborn,” he said.

				He stood right next to her even though the blowing rain was getting him wet. “I know you think I took something from you.” He paused. “But I promise you I didn’t.”

				Grace saw the same look in his eyes that she’d seen earlier and sighed. He must have seen the disappointment on her face, so he reached out and patted her on the back.

				She met his eyes and then turned and walked away. She stepped back into the rain, her head bent and the blanket wrapped around her shoulders.

				“I hope you find what you’re looking for,” he called out behind her.

				She did not look back, but took the long way home in the rain.
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				Grace couldn’t bear to tell her parents about the missing coffee can holding all the bike money. Not after all the help they’d given her. And now it was all gone. Every hard-earned penny had vanished. She wondered again about Sully. He had been so nice to her when she had lashed out at him. But then again, maybe that was his tactic. A way to make her question his guilt. She sat on the bus the next morning and thought. What was she going to do now? She couldn’t tell Joy and Liz what had happened, either. Maybe they would think she was the one lying, that she had taken the money. The thought made her heart race.

				She glanced at Tillie sitting next to her. Tillie seemed to be in a somber mood, too. Ever since Tillie had announced she would be leaving it felt like a giant cloud had descended upon them. A giant cloud of sadness.

				The bus pulled up to the next stop on the route. Grace sank in her seat at the thought of who she’d see.

				First Joy and Liz entered the bus. They were full of smiles, as usual. Why shouldn’t they be smiling, they had each other. They’d always have each other; it wasn’t their best friend that was moving away.

				“Hey, Dragonfly girls,” Liz chimed as she took the seat behind them. Joy echoed the same greeting.

				Tillie smiled and waved. Grace tried to smile but knew she wasn’t very good at faking happiness. 

				Grace slumped in her seat even deeper and looked at her hands. She could feel his presence before he spoke.

				“Hi, Grace.”

				She knew Tillie’s jab was coming when she didn’t say “hi” back to Sully.

				“Ow,” she moaned when the jab was harder than usual.

				“What’s with you today?”

				“I don’t feel good,” she lied.

				“You’re not gonna throw up, are you?”

				Grace shook her head.

				“Well, at least try to be polite,” Tillie whispered.

				Grace nodded. “Sorry.”

				“It’s okay, I’m sad too,” Tillie said. She laid her head on Grace’s shoulder. “We’ll still see each other,” she paused. “I promise.”

				Grace’s eyes welled up, threatening to spill over in tears. She didn’t know if it was because Tillie was moving or the fact that all the money they had raised was gone, or both.

				She didn’t want Tillie to see her cry so she changed the subject. “We’re meeting tonight, right?”

				“Can’t wait.”

				The bus pulled in front of the school, cutting off their conversation. “I’ve got to meet with the school counselor this morning. I’ll meet you in class,” Tillie said.

				Grace nodded and got off the bus. Her class was at the far end of the school. She’d have to hurry if she wanted to get there before the bell rang.

				“Hey, wait up!”

				She turned and saw Sully catching up to her. He was the last person on earth she wanted to talk to. She still didn’t know if he’d taken the money or not. She quickened her pace.

				“Grace!” 

				She glanced over her shoulder again when he called her name but continued to walk. “I don’t want to be late to class,” she called back. 

				“We need to talk.” He was walking next to her now. She glanced at him just as he stopped on the sidewalk, making other kids go around him as they, too, tried to get into school on time. His eyes pleaded with her, hoping she’d stop.

				Despite her desire to keep walking, she stopped and waited for him. He walked back up to where she waited. “Did you find what you were looking for yet?”

				She shook her head. 

				“Do you want to tell me what it is?” 

				She shook her head again. She was curious at his concern. Again she reminded herself how he had tricked her the first time. She crossed her arms and remained stiff.

				“Was it something of yours?” he asked.

				Grace knew he was fishing for answers so she decided to play along. “Sort of,” she replied.

				“Does it belong to your mom and dad?”

				She shook her head.

				“Does it belong to someone else and you were borrowing it?”

				Grace thought about the last question a little longer and then shrugged. “Sort of,” she decided to say.

				“Is it a gift to someone else?”

				Grace could see his anticipation and excitement begin to build at finding the answer. The school bell rang. She looked around and noticed that they were the only kids left outside. Sully didn’t seem to mind, but she did. 

				“I don’t want to be late,” she said. She turned away from him and ran for the doors but her feet couldn’t keep up with the rest of her. She stumbled and fell, her book bag flying from her arm and skidding across the sidewalk. 

				Sully was by her side in no time asking her if she was okay and offering his assistance. She didn’t want to get up. She didn’t want to go to school. She wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. Instead, she took his arm and stood. He was taller than her by several inches and much stronger.

				“Are you okay?” he asked. His hair was blown astray, falling into his eyes.

				She looked at her books lying a few feet away from her. He went to retrieve her stuff. She brushed the dirt off her now-soiled jeans.

				“I’m sorry I made you late.”

				“That’s okay,” Grace answered with a slight grin. “I bet I looked pretty funny falling.”

				Sully chuckled. “Yeah . . . I mean, no.” They both burst out laughing as they walked toward the doors. “By the way,” Sully opened the door for her, gesturing to Grace to lead them down the now empty hallway. “Are you missing the money you’ve raised for Tillie’s bike?”

				She stopped in the middle of the hallway and stared at him. “How did you know?”

				“I figured it was something big to get you that upset.”

				Grace felt the heat of embarrassment rise on her cheeks.

				Sully turned toward his classroom and she turned into hers.

				“Don’t worry,” he called out at the last minute. “It’ll all work out.”

				Easy for you to say, she thought as she hung up her coat. But then again, maybe Sully was right. Maybe everything would be all right. For some reason, just having him say those words to her made her almost believe them. 
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				“I’m sorry I wasn’t able to raise more money,” Joy said. She emptied out a dainty coin purse covered with silver sequins. “I counted four dollars and seventy-two cents. I found some of it under the couch cushions,” she declared.  

				“Every little bit helps,” Grace said. She stretched her legs out in front of her on the floor of the tree house.

				Next Liz opened her back pack and pulled out a large red coffee can. She took out a five dollar bill and four ones from her coat pocket and added them to the can. “I’ve got nine dollars,” she said, tilting her chin.

				Grace stared at the coffee can as if it were magical. “Oh my . . .” she started to say. “Oh my!” Her voice rose with each exclamation. She clapped her hands and wiggled her legs.

				Liz and Joy looked at her as if she was coming ­unscrewed.

				Grace picked up the coffee can and shook it. Yep, it was heavy and the money inside made a jingle like no music she’d ever heard. “I can’t believe it!” Grace stood up with the money can and danced in circles, raising the money over her head as she spun.

				Liz and Joy looked at each other and shrugged and then back at Grace.

				“What’s gotten into you, Grace?” Joy asked. “It’s not like we’ve got enough money to buy the bike yet.”

				“Yeah, unless you know something we don’t,” added Liz.

				Grace stopped her dancing and sat back down. She gently set the coffee can down between them. “I thought the money had been stolen!”

				“What?!” Joy and Liz said together.

				“After church I went looking for it in my closet and it was missing. I thought someone had taken it. I thought all our money was gone.”

				Grace looked at Liz, her joy turning to intrigue. “How did you get it?” 

				“I stopped by Saturday night to count it with you. Remember, we were going to do that together?”

				Grace thought back. She’d forgotten until now that Liz was going to stop by.

				“Anyway, you were in the shower so your mom said it was okay if I took it home since it was getting late.”

				Grace pushed her head back and covered her eyes. How could she have forgotten about that? Why didn’t her mom tell her Liz had taken it?

				“I thought your mom would’ve told you,” said Liz.

				Grace opened her eyes and looked at Liz and Joy. “She must have forgotten.” Grace remembered how she’d yelled at Sully, had accused him of taking the money. Guilt and shame fell over her like a heavy coat.

				“Well, thank goodness the money is all here,” said Joy. 

				“What about you, Grace, were you able to raise any money this past week?” Liz asked. Grace reached into her front jean pocket and dug out a wad of bills. 

				“I was able to make six dollars,” she said. “But my parents threw in a few extra to make it ten.” She stuffed the bills into the can and stared at it.  

				Liz scratched her head. “Well, at least the can looks full,” she pointed out.

				“Yeah, but what if we can’t raise enough money to buy the bike before Tillie leaves?” Joy asked. 

				Doubt lingered in the air, making it uncomfortable to breathe, suffocating their original excitement and enthusiasm.

				“My brother thinks we’ll never be able to raise that kind of money in a week. Besides, he thinks it’s dumb to work that hard for someone we’ll probably never see again,” Liz pointed out. 

				“I agree. Maybe we should use all the money and go shopping for ourselves,” Joy added with a perky chirp. She sat up straighter and pushed her glasses up.

				Grace couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Joy and Liz were feeding on each other’s negativity, and they seemed hungry for more. She saw the glazed look in their eyes as they stared at the coffee can.

				“Last week I saw that Xbox came out with an updated system!” Liz said.

				Joy scowled. “But you already have the old one.” 

				“Yeah, but the newer version has a game that you can’t play on the older version.”

				Grace felt dizzy from their back and forth banter. How could they be saying any of this? What about their goal? What about the bike? What about Tillie? She stood up and threw her hands up in the air. “Stop,” she yelled. “Stop it right now!”

				Liz and Joy stared at her with their mouths open. Grace knew they were stunned at her boldness. “I thought we were the Dragonfly Club!” she scolded.

				Liz and Joy relaxed their features and repositioned themselves on the floor. Grace paced the floor of the tree house with her hands on her hips. She stared at the floor looking for strength in the solid beams beneath her. 

				“I know it doesn’t look good,” she said softly but with conviction. “But let’s not give up hope. We still have a week left.” She reached a far wall of the tree house. She stopped and stared at the scene painted on the wall. Three fairies were wrapping a broken stem on a flower. It reminded her of what they were trying to do for Tillie. She took a deep breath and turned around to face the girls. She saw their ashamed faces and felt a surge of pity for them. She walked back to their circle and sat down in front of the money can. She eyed the green bills and the silver coins sitting so freely and easily inside the can. It seemed so accessible and available. She could understand the desire Joy and Liz had to spend it on themselves. After all, they’d earned it. 

				Grace put her face in the palm of her hands and propped her elbows against her thighs. She took another deep breath and slowly exhaled the moist afternoon air. Storm clouds hung low in the sky threatening rain.  She studied the floor, waiting for Liz and Joy to say something. 

				“My . . .” she started, but stopped. She took another deep breath and tried again. “My mom told me that there will be times like these. Times when I’m afraid or sad, but its how I act during tough times that can make me strong.” Her eyes traveled off the floor, past the money can and into Liz’s and Joy’s eyes. They didn’t look judgmental, but eager to hear what she had to say. She decided to continue. “And I believe what she says. I know it doesn’t look good, but no matter what happens, we have to at least try.”

				Joy and Liz looked at each other with a mixture of bewilderment and hope.

				“You’re right,” Liz said when she turned back toward Grace. “The Dragonfly Club is supposed to help others, not ourselves.”

				Joy nodded but still looked hesitant.

				“Hey, you guys, sorry I’m late,” Tillie announced. She crawled through the tree house opening like a little mouse. 

				Liz, Joy and Grace looked at each other with wide eyes. Had Tillie heard what they were talking about? 

				“I heard you guys say something about the Dragonfly Club helping others. What ever happened with that? We haven’t planned anything yet and here I am about to leave in eight days.” She joined the girls and sat cross-legged to complete the circle. She didn’t wait for their response but continued, “And we need to talk about who’s going to take my place in the club. Of course I’ll always be a Dragonfly member, but who ever heard of a club with only three people? We’ll definitely need to recruit a new member, or maybe two.”  

				The girls sat quietly, staring at Tillie. “I’ve got an idea, but I don’t know if you’ll like it,” Tillie said. She paused slightly before continuing. “Okay, I’ll just tell you. When I saw Grace walking Mrs. Nelson’s dog, it gave me an idea. Why don’t we, the Dragonfly Club, help the elderly in our neighborhood, you know, for free. Maybe help them with raking or weeding or shoveling in the winter. Of course, I won’t be here to help with that, or any of it, really, but I’d love to help you guys get started.”

				Grace knew Tillie had to come up for air eventually so she tried to cut in. “Well—” she began.

				“I can’t believe we haven’t done anything . . . hey!” Tillie stopped talking when her eyes focused on the can of money. “What’s that for?”

				Liz and Joy avoided eye contact with Tillie and stared at Grace. She cleared her throat as Tillie finally sat speechless.

				“Well . . .” Grace started again. She forced out a nervous smile and picked up the can. “This is money we’ve earned from allowances and odd jobs,” she said. She turned the can in her hands, studying the contents, hoping it would provide her with more words.

				Tillie cocked her head to the side like a curious cat. “What are you collecting money for?”  

				“Uhhh . . .” Grace felt stumped. How could she tell Tillie without ruining the surprise? She bit her lower lip.

				Tillie stared at her with narrow eyes.

				Liz slapped her knee so loud it made Grace jump and startled Tillie to focus her attention toward Liz. “It’s so funny you ask. We were just about to tell you our newest idea,” Liz laughed nervously. 

				Tillie remained unusually quiet.

				“Yeah,” Joy jumped in. “We were thinking the same thing as you. Let’s help people in our community.”

				“So what’s the money for?” Tillie asked. Her eyes rested on the can in Grace’s hands.

				“Well,” Grace said. “We decided to work to raise money and then put it toward a good cause, you know, like you said.”

				“Oh,” Tillie said. “Good thing I have a dollar on me. I wouldn’t want to be the only one not contributing.” She took off her left cowgirl boot and turned it upside down until a bill floated out. 

				Grace, Joy and Liz looked at each other with relief and amusement.

				“What?” Tillie asked. “Don’t you keep your money in your shoes, too?”

				The girls burst out laughing. All except Tillie. She sat blank faced with her arms out in front of her, her palms facing up. “What?” she asked again. She joined their giggles despite the fact that she didn’t know why they were laughing.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Ten

				Grace watched the rain sputter out of the sky like little rockets zooming down to the ground. The cold, dreary day only added weight to her already burdened heart. 

				“Why the sad face?” her mother asked. She took a seat in an overstuffed chair across from Grace.

				Grace rolled on the couch and faced her mom. 

				“Are you upset about not raising enough money to buy Tillie a bike?”

				Grace stared at the carpet, letting her eyes rest on a piece of lint. Thinking about anything other than having failed Tillie required work and determination on her part.

				“Your dad and I are proud of you for working so hard. You know that, don’t you?” her mom asked.

				Grace’s eyes drifted up to her mom. She nodded in appreciation but didn’t answer. 

				“I know it’s disappointing, honey, but you can’t let disappointment defeat you.”

				“But what about what you told me? I even shared it with Joy and Liz,” Grace said. She sat up, pushing strands of hair away from her moist eyes. “If we can’t raise the money, what I said will look foolish.”

				Her mother got up and sat next to her. She wrapped an arm around Grace and pulled her close. “Sometimes we just need to be patient and have faith. I don’t think Joy and Liz will think less of you because you stood up for what you believe in, helping Tillie.”

				Grace nodded. She knew her mom was right. She had to keep believing they could help Tillie. She let her head fall against her mother’s shoulder, soaking in all her love and wisdom. She thought of Tillie and the fact that she didn’t have a mother to hug or love.   

				Her mom let her sit silently, tenderly in her embrace. “Thanks, Mom,” Grace said after a while. “Thanks for everything.”

				The front doorbell chimed but Grace and her mom were too comfortable to want to move.

				A minute later her dad called from the hallway. “Grace, someone’s at the door for you.”

				Grace pulled from her mom and looked into her questioning blue eyes for answers. She only shrugged. The two got up and walked down the short hallway to the front door. Her dad stepped aside to let Grace through but lingered nearby, next to her mother.

				Sully stood at the door. “Hi, Grace,” he said. She peered at the boys standing meekly behind him. They were the very same boys she had to outrun at the scavenger hunt. They huddled together under the eave of the front stoop, trying to avoid the oncoming stings of the sharp rain.

				“Yeah, um . . . I told the boys what you were doing, and um . . . yeah,” he managed to get out, shoving a glass canning jar toward her that jingled at his quick thrust. Startled, she leaned back.

				“The guys and I have raised money, you know, mowing lawns and stuff. We’d like you to use the money to help buy Tillie a bike.” His arms still stuck straight out, offering the jar filled with change and dollar bills. “There’s thirty-three dollars in there,” he added. 

				She slowly stepped forward and took the jar into her hands as Sully let go. She saw the look of accomplishment and pride in their eyes.

				“Thanks,” she whispered. The guilt she was feeling for the way she’d treated him was burning a hole in her stomach.

				“I’m sorry for—”

				“I’m sorry I tricked you into telling me what you were doing,” he interrupted. “But I’m glad I found out so we could help you. And don’t worry. Tillie doesn’t suspect a thing. I only hope it’s enough.”

				He turned and walked toward the heap of bikes lying in the grass. The boys followed him without a word.

				“Wait!” she called.

				They turned simultaneously at the sound of her voice. She looked to the ground and then back up. “Would you like to come to my party tomorrow?”

				The boys didn’t have to consult each other but instead echoed a resounding “Yeah, sure,” in excited unison.

				“Thanks,” Sully said for them all, “We’ll be there!” They gathered up their bikes and got ready to ride.

				“It starts at two!” she yelled after them as they rode away in the rain.

				She turned and saw the glow of excitement on her mom and dad’s faces. “I believe, Miss Grace, that you’ve got enough money to buy a bike,” her dad said. He squared his shoulders and puffed out his chest. “We’ve got a party to prepare for.”

				Grace shook the glass like it was a maraca. The change jingled inside, creating music to her ears. Her whole body began to tingle and she was filled with an energy so strong she thought it would come bursting out of her. She didn’t know how she was going to hold all of this joy and excitement inside until tomorrow.

				“I can’t believe this!” she cried out. She did a twirl in the front foyer as her mother clapped.

				“I’m so happy for you,” her mother beamed, giving her a hug.

				“The store’s gonna close soon, honey,” her dad said.

				Grace grabbed the jacket her dad offered and ran toward the garage. 

				She would not remember the car ride to the store or the conversation she and her dad had on the way. The only thing she could focus on was a vision of Tillie riding a pink-and-purple bike with metallic streamers dangling from the handlebars. 
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				The sun sat in the middle of the sky smiling an orange blaze of happiness over the yard. Grace, Joy and Liz welcomed the guests as they arrived by slipping yellow leis over their necks and handing each a cup of pink punch with a little umbrella floating inside. The girls decided the party should have a Hawaiian theme in honor of Tillie. They each wore a grass skirt over their shorts with matching Hawaiian shirts. Grace’s mom had placed lit torches throughout the front yard amid floral cushioned patio furniture. 

				Joy whispered into Grace’s ear, “Didn’t you hand out seven invites?” 

				Grace nodded, her eyes focused on a gang of kids walking toward them from a block away.

				“Do you think they’re coming here?” Joy asked.

				Grace nodded again, standing frozen in her spot. She felt someone tug her right arm. “Gracie, how many kids did you invite?” her dad asked.

				“Umm . . . seven with invitations . . . but then kids kept asking if they could come . . .”

				“Honey, throw on some more hot dogs,” he yelled over his shoulder. He turned back to Grace, gave her a quick wink and then hurried off toward the grill where her mother was hidden behind a wall of smoke.

				Grace kept her gaze on the group of kids inching their way toward her house. Her fingers started to snap a long, continuous beat. She turned away, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. How was she going to do all of this, pull it off on her own? She looked back at the crowd and noticed the boy in the lead. His thick shoulders and bow-legged walk helped her to know that everything would be just fine after all. 

				She felt a weight upon her left shoulder, and then the right. 

				“Don’t forget, we’re in this together,” Liz whispered into her right ear.

				“Tillie will be so excited,” Joy whispered on the left.

				Grace exhaled all the anxiety she’d been holding in. Liz and Joy draped their arms on her shoulders. She nodded and turned back to the oncoming throng of kids.

				“For Tillie,” Grace said. She sucked in a lungful of air and pulled her shoulders back. “She’ll be here any minute. We’ve got to be ready,” she declared. She broke away from the girls and climbed the picnic table. What she saw next took her breath away. The approaching kids carried wrapped presents. The invites she had given out said to bring a birthday gift in honor of Tillie. Grace wanted her birthday presents to be gifts given to Tillie as a going away party. But she had never expected this. Sure she knew the kids wanted to come to the party, but this had surprised even her. 

				She raised her hands as the group of kids circled the picnic table. Their faces looked at her eagerly, waiting for instructions. She glanced at her mom and dad. They raised their arms in support. 

				“Thanks for coming to my birthday party,” she said to the hushed crowd. She saw her grandma and grandpa arrive in their minivan and waved to them. She drew her attention back to the kids. She found Sully in the crowd and he winked at her. She smiled at him and continued. “Tillie will be here any minute. Remember, she still thinks this birthday party is just for me. We’ll surprise her and tell her when the cake comes out.” 

				Everyone nodded and began to mingle. Some went over to the pink-and-yellow wrapped box her mom had made and shoved their cards inside. Grace placed her hands on her hips and scanned the table filled with gifts. There were gift bags, small presents, and large gifts with elaborate decorations and bows. It was a patchwork of love piled on top of each other, each offering its own special memory for Tillie to unwrap. 

				Grace jumped down from the picnic table and rushed over to Liz and Joy. “Can you believe this?” she said. The girls wrapped arms around each other and jumped up and down while squealing with delight.

				An energetic silence fell over the kids. Joy, Liz and Grace stopped jumping and looked around. Joy peered toward the street and pointed, “Here she comes!”  

				Grace and Liz followed her glance. Sure enough, Tillie was walking toward them with the same outfit they were all wearing: Hawaiian top, yellow lei, grass skirt. The only difference, of course, was her old worn out pink cowgirl boots. 

				“Okay, act like everything’s normal,” Grace instructed the group in a hushed tone. “Here she comes.”

				The kids laughed and joked around with each other while they drank their punch and snacked on chips. They mingled while trying to act as if nothing unusual was going to happen. Grace giggled to herself when she saw several kids whisper to each other before taking quick sidelong glances at Tillie. She, too, had to remember it was really her birthday party they were celebrating. She ran to greet Tillie as soon as she stepped into the yard.

				Tillie glanced around the yard with shifting eyes, her lips pursed together. “What’s going on?” she asked. “Why are there so many kids here? I thought you only invited seven or eight kids.” She let her eyes rest on Grace, waiting for an explanation.

				Grace shrugged and threw her hands up in the air with what she hoped was a perplexed expression. “I don’t know,” she said raising her hands up. “They just started showing up. I guess word got out there was a party, and—”

				“I can’t believe it,” Tillie interrupted. “You’ll be the talk of school,” she nudged Grace on the arm. “Way to go!” She smiled and winked with that I’m so proud of you look she was always so generous to give Grace. “Looks like they showed up early,” she added, walking toward the punch bowl. “Because I’m right on time.” 

				Grace followed Tillie and gave the thumbs up to those around her. 

				“Listen up, everybody,” her dad called out. He wore a red-and-white apron with a yellow lei and a billowy white chef hat. He clutched a barbeque tong in one hand as he tried to direct everyone’s attention with his other. “We’ve got a few games to play before we eat and open presents.” He noticed the tong in his hands and nervously set it aside on the grill behind him. Next he instructed the kids on how to play the limbo. He grabbed two kids from the crowd to help him demonstrate, while Liz, Joy, and Grace pulled Tillie aside. 

				The girls joined in with the other kids already doing the limbo. Afterwards, they walked to the back side of the house. “We want to give you something as a sort of going away gift,” Liz said.

				Tillie’s eyes widened, “Really?” she said. 

				Grace disappeared behind a wooden crate and pulled out a canning jar with a pink-and-yellow ribbon tied around the top. She brought it over and handed it to Tillie.

				Tillie held the jar up and peered inside. Four dragonflies fluttered and bounced against the glass. “They’re just like us,” she whispered. She watched them, entranced by their magical dance inside the jar. “Once they leave this jar, they’ll fly off in different directions.” She wiped at the moisture in her eyes with the back of her hand. “Do you think they’ll ever come together again once we let them go?” she asked. She looked up, her eyes searching for an answer she could hold onto. 

				The girls remained quiet, each reflecting on what Tillie had said. They all dabbed at their eyes, none wanting to admit they didn’t know the answer.

				Tillie clutched the jar to her chest. “Thanks, guys,” she said with a shaky voice. “Should we let them go?”

				Joy, Liz and Grace nodded. Tillie unscrewed the lid but didn’t take it off completely. She paused. “Let’s do this together,” she said. 

				The girls each placed a hand on the lid. With Tillie’s instruction, they turned the cap together and lifted it off. Tillie extended the jar toward the sky. The dragonflies bounced and teetered inside the jar before they slowly, one by one, fluttered to the top and out into the breeze. The girls watched in silence until all the dragonflies were out of sight.

				There was a roar of cheers from the front of the house. “Come on,” Grace said. She tugged at Joy and Tillie’s arms. “Let’s go join them!” The girls ran to the front, their grass skirts rustling as they ran.

				The girls joined in with the other kids already doing the limbo. Afterwards, they would have a hula hoop competition and a three-legged-race. When the games were through, lunch was served. Grace helped her dad at the grill while Liz and Joy passed out cans of soda. Tillie, in her own unique way, found a spot at the end of the serving table to make sure all the kids had a napkin and fork. The kids scattered themselves across the yard, some at the picnic table, while others sat on the grass, and a few even gathered the floral patio furniture together to make a small circle.
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				Grace took one last bite of potato salad. “I wonder when we’re gonna have cake,” she said. She jerked her head toward the house but Joy and Liz didn’t respond. Tillie, too, seemed oblivious to Grace’s odd twitching. She was too busy talking with a girl from their grade who Grace recognized but didn’t know. She had the same dark locks as Tillie but was much bigger in size, plump even, compared to the other girls their age. Grace cleared her throat and waved her hands in front of Joy and Liz, making sure Tillie didn’t notice. It didn’t take long for Joy and Liz to remember their plan. They each took one last bite and threw their plates into a nearby garbage can.

				“Hey, guys, I’d like you to meet Sammy J.,” Tillie said, standing. She waved the girls over before they could leave. They stopped what they were doing and walked over to Tillie. 

				“Well, my name is really Samantha June, but my friends call me Sammy J.,” she said, barely above a whisper. 

				Grace noticed her shy eyes and her uncomfortable stance. She noticed how the other girls looked Sammy J. up and down with curious stares.

				“I’ve seen you at recess,” Grace blurted out. She failed to mention that Sammy J. always seemed to be alone on the swings, like she used to be before she had Tillie in her life. 

				Tillie beamed. “I was just telling Sammy J. about our Dragonfly Club. She has some great ideas for the club.” 

				The girls looked at each other and then back at Tillie and Sammy J. Grace could tell Liz and Joy were unsure of adding a stranger to their club. Grace tapped her foot in the grass. She didn’t want to be rude, but they had a job to do. She raised her eyebrows up and down, hoping they’d get the message. But before the girls could notice, Grace’s dad came into the yard waving his arms once again.

				“Excuse me, everyone,” he announced. This time he didn’t have the chef hat or the tongs. “At this time I’d like to present a very special cake.” The kids stopped their conversations and drew their attention to Grace’s mom as she walked out the front door. She was walking slowly, her arms full, carefully balancing a large sheet cake. “This is not only a birthday cake for Grace,” he said smiling in her direction, “but it’s also a going-away cake for Tillie.” The crowd grew silent as all eyes fell upon Tillie. Grace reached out her hand and pulled Tillie toward the cake. The two walked hand-in-hand over to where her mom was placing the cake on a small white table. Without instruction, the kids stood and gathered around Tillie and Grace.

				Grace had told her mom what she wanted but she hadn’t seen the cake until now. Just like she had envisioned, there was a large yellow hibiscus flower with a larger-than-life dragonfly sitting on the edge of one of its petals. Etched in cursive icing in the same hot pink as their Hawaiian shirts were the words Happy Birthday Grace & Best Wishes Tillie!  Tillie looked at the cake and then at Grace with questioning eyes. 

				“Just wait, I’ll explain in a little bit,” Grace whispered out of the side of her mouth.

				“How about we sing “Happy Birthday” to Grace,” her dad cheered. While her mom lit the candles, the kids sang. 

				As they finished the last words of the song, Grace squeezed Tillie’s sweaty hand and said, “We’re gonna blow the candles out together.” She glanced at Tillie out of the corner of her eye. Her friend stood stiff and transfixed on the lit candles, the flames bouncing in the breeze with their own excitement. “Are you ready?” Grace asked.

				Tillie nodded, with an unsure look upon her face.

				“One,” Grace’s dad counted.

				“Two,” the kids added in unison.

				“Three!” the crowd roared as Grace and Tillie inhaled deeply, leaned in over the cake, and blew at the waiting flames. The crowd of kids cheered when the candles went out. There were plenty of whoops and hollers as the kids cheered and gave each other high fives. Grace took the opportunity to climb a nearby bench and raise her arms to get their attention.

				“I have an announcement to make,” she cried out over the din. The faces on the kids around her turned serious, but expectant as well. They knew what she was about to say. They drew in closer, tightening the circle around her. Grace glanced down to Tillie. Tillie’s face was a mixture of happiness and complete and utter confusion.

				“As most of you know, Tillie will be moving away tomorrow,” she pointed to Tillie. The crowd booed, making Tillie cover her face with her hands in a playful gesture before peeking out again. Grace continued, “For my birthday, I’ve asked each of you to bring a present, not for me, but for Tillie, as a way of showing her how much we’ll miss her.” 

				Tillie covered her mouth with her hands, her eyes wide as she stared at Grace. Grace motioned Joy and Liz to join her on top of the bench. “As part of the Dragonfly Club, Joy, Liz, and I have been raising money to buy Grace a brand new bike,” she said. She wrapped her arms around Liz and Joy’s waists. “We didn’t think we’d be able to do it,” she added, looking down, “but Sully and his friends stopped by yesterday and dropped off a wad of money they’d earned, giving us enough to get the bike for Tillie.” The crowd cheered, giving high fives to Sully and a group of boys around him. 

				Grace and Sully exchanged a look of triumph. He smiled and gave her the thumbs up. Grace’s stomach did a small leap inside of her. She had a feeling she and Sully would become good friends after this. 

				Just when the kids began to settle down again, Grace’s dad appeared from behind the house guiding a pink-and-purple bike with a pink helmet dangling from the handlebars. The kids opened up the circle to let him through. He wheeled the shiny new bike over to Tillie and parked it in front of her.

				“It’s all yours, Tillie,” Liz shouted, unable to contain herself anymore. 

				Tillie looked at the bike in disbelief. She glanced up at the girls with moist eyes, her hands still covering her mouth. When they nodded, Tillie looked at the bike again, this time daring to brush her fingertips across the shiny metallic seat. She let her hand trace the handlebars and tickle the dangling streamers. 

				Grace noticed a tear trickling down Tillie’s cheek when she glanced back at her. She didn’t need to say a single word for Grace to know what she was feeling. 

				“Ride it! Ride it!” the kids cheered. 

				“Really, can I?” she asked Grace’s dad. He nodded and helped her get the helmet on. The crowd parted even more, allowing Tillie to walk the bike to the street. They followed her, forming a line along the curb as if a parade was about to begin. Tillie mounted the bike like an expert and pedaled down the street. The metallic streamers glistened in the sun as her pink helmet bobbed up and down with each stroke of the pedals. The kids clapped, still chanting, “Ride it! Ride it!” 

				Grace, Liz, and Joy hugged each other before jumping off the bench to join the others. Tillie turned around at the end of the street. Grace noticed Sammy J. standing off to the side, at the far end of the line-up of kids. She was clapping and cheering for Tillie with the same excitement as the others. Grace watched the girl, remembering what it felt like to stand alone, without a friend. Without giving it another thought, she ran over to Sammy J. and stood by her side. Sammy J. stopped clapping and stared briefly at Grace. Grace looked over and gave her a welcoming smile. Sammy J. smiled back and continued to clap and cheer with more intensity. Grace felt her heart fill with the same satisfaction and love that she’d felt giving Tillie the bike. She thought about all the hard work they’d done for this moment. All the work and discomfort she’d gone through didn’t compare to the joy she felt from giving. 

				The crowd’s cheers increased as Tillie drew near. Grace pulled her attention back to Tillie. She studied her best friend’s face as she pedaled at full speed toward the line-up of kids. Grace knew she’d never forget the light that shone in Tillie’s eyes or the smile that filled her face. Grace knew she would always remember the love that filled her heart on this special day in June when she had opened her hands and heart to give.   

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Epilogue

				Grace waited at the base of the tree house for Tillie to arrive. The sun had barely made its appearance over the horizon, casting muted shadows around the yard. Liz and Joy were already in the tree house, half-awake, curled in blankets and pajamas. Grace hadn’t slept well. Though the excitement of yesterday still clung to her, there was a new feeling that threatened to take over. Her heart was heavy knowing Tillie would soon be gone. She checked her watch and looked toward the street. What was taking her so long? They just had to meet one last time as the original Dragonfly Club before she left.

				She heard Joy and Liz giggle above her. She felt like she was finally a part of their inner circle of friendship now but wondered if it would last without Tillie. She shook her head, dismissing the thought. Of course they would still be friends. Despite her efforts to convince herself, she still felt a tinge of doubt linger over her. 

				“Sorry we’re late!”

				Grace looked up and saw Tillie and Sammy J. riding bikes down the driveway. She was surprised to see Sammy J. pull in behind Tillie, but she was glad at the same time. The girls got off their bikes and walked over to Grace.

				“I hope you don’t mind I invited Sammy J. to join us.”

				Grace looked at Tillie and then Sammy J. She offered a smooth smile. “Of course not,” she said. “I’m glad you did.”

				Sammy J. looked nervous until Grace smiled. She matched Grace’s expression and seemed to sigh with relief as her shoulders relaxed.

				“Is that Tillie?” Liz said, poking her head out of the window of the tree house.

				“The one and only!” called Tillie. “And I brought a surprise!”

				Joy and Liz giggled and laughed as they disappeared back inside the tree house. Grace led the way up the ladder, followed by Sammy J. and then Tillie. At first Joy and Liz froze and stared when Sammy J. entered the tree house. But when Sammy J. showed her awe and appreciation for the paintings on the walls, the girls relaxed and even smiled at her excitement. They took their usual positions in the circle, opening up a spot between Tillie and Grace for Sammy J. They interlocked their arms and showed Sammy J. just how to do it. Then they chanted, “The Dragonfly Club will help those in need, always succeed, and be forever friends with no need to bleed.” Sammy J. giggled and then went serious.

				“Wait a minute,” scowled Liz. “Only Dragonfly Club members can attend our meetings.”

				The tree house fell silent. Grace thought Sammy J. was about to cry, but she didn’t. 

				“Well, I nominate Sammy J. to be a new member of our club,” chimed Tillie.  

				Liz and Joy looked at Grace and then at each other. Silence fell over them. After what seemed like an eternity, Grace cleared her throat and spoke. “I second the nomination. I think Sammy J. should join.” She looked at Joy with wide, serious eyes.

				“Yeah, okay, I agree,” she finally said. She nudged Liz, who nodded in agreement.

				Sammy J. couldn’t help but smile a smile so big Grace thought she could see every tooth in her mouth.

				“That settles it,” Tillie said in triumph.

				“Wait,” Liz interrupted. “If Sammy J. wants to be a part of our club then she has to catch a dragonfly, like we did, and release it with the oath.”

				“I don’t have much time,” said Tillie.

				“I can do it,” Sammy J. interjected. She grabbed a net from the tree house and made her way slowly down the ladder. The girls watched from the window as Sammy J. tiptoed around the yard in search of a dragonfly. With one fast swoop of the net, she captured a blue iridescent-winged dragonfly and carefully climbed back up the ladder.

				“Do you remember what to say?” Tillie asked her as they surrounded her by the window. 

				Sammy J. nodded and extended the dragonfly net toward the outside. “The Dragonfly Club will help those in need, always succeed, and be forever friends with no need to bleed.” She opened the net and allowed the dragonfly to fly off into the cool morning air. The tree house fell silent as they watched it flutter away into the morning light.

				“It’s time for me to go,” Tillie whispered.

				Liz and Joy were the first to surround her with a double hug while moaning sad exclamations of how much they were going to miss her. Next was Sammy J., who thanked Tillie for being a friend, wishing she didn’t have to leave.

				“Grace,” Tillie said with open arms. “Aren’t you going to say good-bye?”

				Grace had stepped away from the group, watching as they said their good-byes. She felt like she was in a dream, watching her very best friend slowly fade away until she eventually disappeared forever. 

				Salty tears trickled down her cheek and into the corners of her mouth. There was no use trying to stop them. The girls huddled together and looked at her with soft eyes. Tillie approached and hugged her. Grace held onto her, never wanting to let her go.

				“I’ll come visit,” Tillie promised. “My dad is better. He’ll be able to drive me here for visits.”

				Grace heard the hope in Tillie’s voice and nodded.

				“You promise?” she choked.

				“I promise,” Tillie whispered. “You’re my best friend, Grace. You’ll always be my best friend.”

				Tillie pulled away. “My dad’s waiting for me.” She turned and headed for the ladder. She paused before climbing down. “Will you guys come with me to see me leave?”

				Liz and Joy clapped and Sammy J. squealed with delight. But Grace hung back in the shadows of the tree house and shook her head. She wiped at the tears with the back of her hand. She saw the pleading in Tillie’s eyes but shook her head again.

				“Write me, Grace!” she said as she disappeared down the ladder, followed by Sammy J., Liz and then Joy.

				Grace sat on the floor of the tree house and cried. Nothing would ever be the same. She heard the girls get on their bikes and ride away, their airy voices fading away. Everything around her was still. She was alone. The old ­feeling of loneliness crept inside her heart and began to build a wall of sadness and self-pity. 

				She pictured Tillie riding her new bike at her party. Memories of Dragonfly Club meetings, the scavenger hunt and Sully flooded her thoughts. Before she let her sad thoughts overtake her she remembered what her mom had told her. “Everyone feels sad and lonely, and it’s how we decide to react that can make us strong.” 

				Grace took a deep breath. She heard Tillie’s voice inside her head, too. “I like to look at meeting new friends as a challenge, a mission to learn all about them.” Grace stopped crying and stood up. 

				Tillie had taught her to overcome her shyness, at least some of it, and she had helped Tillie get the bike she never had. They had helped each other.

				Grace raced down the ladder, jumped on her bike and rode as fast as she could down the two blocks to Tillie’s foster home. As she approached the house, she saw a black pick-up truck with a suitcase loaded in the back next to a brand new pink-and-purple bike with metallic streamers propped against its side. Liz, Joy and Sammy J. sat on their bikes and waved to Tillie, already sitting in the passenger seat. Her dad backed out of the driveway and slowly pulled away. Grace reached the driveway just in time to see Tillie wave good-bye.

				Grace felt the heavy heel of regret against her heart that she hadn’t been there to say one final good-bye. She was about to ride away when the truck stopped. All eyes watched as Tillie got out of the truck and ran toward them with her pink cowgirl boots clunkity-clunking against the pavement. Grace jumped off her bike and ran to greet Tillie one last time. The girls embraced, clutching each other for strength.

				“I knew you’d come,” Tillie said. They pulled apart and looked each other in the eyes. With unspoken words they both knew they had touched each other’s lives forever.

				Tillie turned and ran back into the truck. Grace ran back to her bike. The girls joined her in riding after the big, black truck, waving to Tillie until they could no longer keep up. With a final wave, Grace saw the look of happiness in Tillie’s eyes as she turned toward her dad, laying her head on his shoulder as they drove away.

				As the girls slowed, Grace caught a glimpse of Sammy J., her face alight with joy in a way she’d never seen before. 

				“Hey, Sammy J,” Grace said, trying to catch her breath.

				Sammy J. looked over.

				“Wanna walk Mrs. Nelson’s dog with me? I do it for free now, even though she still tries to give me money.”

				“Sure!” Grace saw Sammy J.’s eyes light up at the offer. 

				Liz and Joy turned toward Liz’s house. “We’ll see you two tomorrow,” Joy called back. “We have to come up with our next Dragonfly Club assignment.”

				“We’ll be there!” Grace called.

				Sammy J. looked at Grace, confused.

				“I’ll tell you all about it when we take Zoe for her walk.” 

				Sammy J. nodded but her pinched eyes still showed confusion. Grace couldn’t wait to tell her how they had pulled together to buy Tillie a bike. The Dragonfly Club’s mission was about helping others, and Grace couldn’t wait to see what their next adventure would be.   
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