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  To those missing their military loved ones.
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  Chapter 1


“James, I’m not waiting. Walk by yourself!” Grace’s words were accentuated by the slamming of the front door. James ran a hand through his dark hair and glanced at the clock on his desk, perplexed. They weren’t running late. He shrugged off his sister’s annoyance and continued loading his books into his backpack. He zipped it and threw one strap over his shoulder. He scanned his room in search of anything else he might need for school. His eyes stopped on the box of books in the corner. 
The memory of reading the first of the books from his neighbor, Stan, caused his heart to tighten, though not in sadness, as it had the first few times he thought of the little blue dragon, Blue, who had come out of the book. The tightness in his heart was a mixture of fondness for the dragon who had helped him gain confidence and trepidation at the idea of reading more of the books. Trepidation and a healthy dose of curiosity. What would come out of the next book? Would it be as friendly as Blue? Were all the fantasy creatures given the same task- to help James solve a problem? 
“James?” Mom called up the stairs, breaking his train of thought. He walked to the top of the stairs and saw Mom waiting for him at the bottom with half a bagel.  
“I know it’s a little early still,” Mom glanced at her watch, “but would you go stand with Grace at the bus stop? She’s in such a mood this morning.” 
“I noticed,” James grumbled, pausing on the stairs. His dark eyes shifted away from Mom as he adjusted his backpack strap. When he looked back at her, Mom’s eyes communicated empathy. “She’s struggling right now, but she’ll feel better soon. I hope.” The last words were barely audible. James’ shoulders softened as he realized Mom was feeling the strain of Grace’s attitude, too. She didn’t need two ornery kids. Especially while Dad was still away on his military assignment. Who knew when he’d be able to come home again? 
“Yeah, I’ll go,” James sighed, forcing a smile. He took the bagel from Mom’s outstretched hand. “Is this for me or her?” James asked. 
“You. She already had her breakfast.” 
“Thanks, Mom.” He gave her a hug, being careful not to get cream cheese in her hair. He took a bite as he stepped into the brisk fall air. He took a deep breath in, fortifying himself against more time with his perpetually grumpy sister. Okay, maybe that was harsh. She generally was in a good mood. It had just been the past few days that she seemed to have some kind of chip on her shoulder.
His neighbor Stan was missing from his usual spot on his front porch. Not really surprising, though. The October weather caused James to shove his hands deep into his jacket pockets. He wouldn’t want to sit outside in this chilly air, either. His shoulders rolled forward against the cold. Maybe James could catch him after school. The magic of the books Stan gave him was still mysterious, and he had a lot of questions. Unfortunately, anytime James tried to bring up anything related to the books, Stan pretended he didn’t know what James was talking about. He would abruptly change the subject. I guess this was one mystery he’d have to piece together on his own.
As he walked the few blocks to the bus stop, his mind reviewed the article he’d written for the newspaper. He was confident in his writing and hoped that others would enjoy his series of short stories about a dragon and the various levels of mischief he got himself into.
“Good moooorning,” James said, as he came to the bus stop. He bumped Grace’s elbow with his. She just exhaled through her nose and didn’t answer. “Oh, come on,” he said, turning and trying to catch Grace’s eye. “It’s Friday. That should make it a good morning. Plus, Mom said she’d take us bowling this weekend.”
“Only after we help her clean out the garage,” Grace huffed, rolling her eyes.
“That will go quick with all of us working at it,” James said, trying to keep a positive tone, despite his sister’s doom and gloom attitude.
“Whatever,” she responded as the bus pulled up to their stop. Grace pushed past James and got on the bus first. She seemed annoyed when James followed her. What was he supposed to do? Not go to school? James found it strange that Grace didn’t even pull out a cookbook to look through. She just stared out the window. She almost always had her nose in some kind of cooking or baking book. As an aspiring chef, she was always scheming for the next meal she wanted to cook or treat she wanted to bake.
James decided silence was the best option for the rest of the bus drive to school. There was something going on with Grace, and his inability to help made him feel vulnerable. He folded his arms, closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the bus seat – content to just wait out Grace’s emotional storm.






  
  Chapter 2


“No homework this weekend, but remember your permission forms for the field trip are due Monday and the sixth grade Halloween dance is in two weeks,” Mrs. Anderson said loudly over the sound of the bell and chatter of excited students leaving for the weekend. 
 James pulled his notebook from his backpack so he could flip through his news article ideas on the bus. He’d almost made it to the door when he heard his teacher’s voice behind him.
“James. Would you come here for a minute?” Mrs. Anderson, James’ English teacher, was so thrilled that someone from her class had won the Mayor’s newspaper competition. James suspected she saw it as some sort of validation, which he supposed was fair. She was one of his favorite teachers. As he approached her desk, he felt a little self-conscious. All the other students filed out of the room as fast as they could, ready for the weekend. “I know you have a bus to catch, but I was curious how your first article for the newspaper is going? I know that the proposal you submitted included your ideas for the first article, but are you sticking with the dragon idea?” 
“Yes,” James answered, glancing at the clock. “It’s going to be a short story about a dragon coming to dinner. The main character is the only one that can see the dragon, so there are some funny moments with that. Each month there will be different situations that the main character and the dragon find themselves in. It’ll be called the Dragon for Dinner Series, since that’s the first story.” 
“That’s fantastic. So creative. If you’d like a proofreader, you can always ask me,” she said.
“Thanks. I will keep that in mind.” James took a step toward the door, not wanting to be rude, but also not wanting to miss the bus. “Have a good weekend!”
“You, too,” she said with a wave. Mrs. Anderson went back to straightening papers on her desk and James rushed to the bus. He was relieved to see the bus still at the side of the school. He caught Ben’s eye as he walked down the center aisle of the bus. Ben looked quickly away. James’ bus rides had completely changed since Blue had helped him gain the confidence to stand up to Ben, who’d been bullying him almost every day on the bus. Ben quickly looked away and pretended to laugh at a joke told by one of his obnoxious friends. James settled into his seat next to Grace, who again was looking out the window. Her only acknowledgement of him was to shift herself away from him a little more. Her mood was, apparently, unchanged from this morning. The girls in a row ahead and across the aisle caught James’ attention. Their heads were together, whispering frantically, and one girl kept glancing back at him. She noticed him looking and turned back toward the front. They put their heads together again and giggled. Strange. James felt his face grow warm. He looked over at Grace to see if she’d noticed, but her gaze was still fixed out the window. He looked again at the back of the girls’ heads. The girl that had looked at him seemed familiar. Maybe he knew her from soccer last year, but he couldn’t be sure.
The bus pulled up at their bus stop and about a dozen kids grabbed their bags and prepared to file off the bus. Grace hurried around him and walked toward the house. He trailed behind. If she wanted space, he was more than happy to stay out of her way. As he approached Stan’s house, he was happy to see his old friend out on the front porch. The weather was beautiful, with only a hint of this morning’s chill. Stan waved and James didn’t hesitate to take his usual spot on the porch swing. He let out a huge breath as he slumped back into the swing, dropping his backpack to the ground.
“Well, that’s a gigantic sigh for a twelve-year-old without a job or bills to pay!” Stan said, laughing at his own joke. 
“It’s Grace,” James said, looking down the road to his house. Grace was already inside.
“Is everything okay?” Stan asked, his bushy eyebrows meeting in the middle.
“Yes, I mean, no. Well, yeah. I think so?” Stan’s eyebrows stayed together, and he tilted his head, waiting for James to clarify. “Yes, everyone’s fine. But man, Grace is being a grump.”
“Grumpier than this old man?” Stan pointed to himself with a faux grouchy look on his face. James laughed. He’d never seen Stan in a bad mood. Ever. 
“Definitely,” James nodded.
“That is serious,” Stan joked. 
“It’s been a few days. I’m hoping it gets better. How are you doing?” James asked, to change the subject.
“Doing well, doing well. Just my normal routine. I am thinking about getting a cat.”
“Oh?” James asked, surprised.
“Just another someone to take care of while I’m here by myself all day. Maybe a black one. That would be fun for Halloween. Can’t you see me holding a cute little black kitten while handing out candy to trick-or-treaters?” James smiled at the image.
“Have you looked in the classifieds section of the newspaper? Sometimes people post kittens for sale there,” James said. 
“I’ve kept my eye out, but no luck. I was thinking of heading into town and checking that small pet store on main street this weekend. I’ve known the owner for years. Do you and Grace want to come? Maybe the animals would help Grace’s mood.”
“I’ll ask her, but I know I want to come. I’ll ask my mom and have her text you,” James said, standing and putting his backpack back on.
“I look forward
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