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    To the dreamers, the doers, and the builders of tomorrow—

This collection is dedicated to you, the young readers who see the world not just as it is, but as it could be. To the ones who look at broken things and imagine how to fix them, who look at challenges and see opportunities, and who believe that even the smallest acts of kindness can grow into something extraordinary.

May these stories remind you that greatness doesn't start with being the loudest or the strongest—it starts with a single step, a single idea, a single moment of courage.

The world is waiting for your spark. Go out there and light it up.

With hope and belief in all you can do,Kenneth Thomas

      

    


The Broke Kids Club

By Kenneth Thomas
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Chapter 1: The Swing
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Riley kicked a crumpled soda can down the cracked sidewalk, watching it bounce off the curb and roll into the gutter. Another perfect day in Glenwood.

The town looked as tired as Riley felt. The houses were mostly gray or brown, with peeling paint and sagging porches. The only splash of color was the graffiti on the abandoned corner store—a giant yellow smiley face someone had drawn, but it was dripping like it was melting in the sun.

Riley stuffed his hands into his hoodie pocket and sighed. It wasn’t like there was anything better to do. Dad was home, sitting on the couch in front of the TV like always. If Riley went back now, Dad would just give the same answer as every other day: “Can’t talk, kiddo. Not right now.”

Not now. Not ever.

Up ahead, the park came into view. It wasn’t really a park anymore, not like the ones on TV. The playground equipment was rusty, the basketball court had weeds growing through the cracks, and someone had stolen half the picnic table benches. But it was quiet, and Riley liked that.

He shuffled over to the swings and sat down on the least squeaky one. He wrapped his fingers around the chain, leaning back, letting his sneakers scuff the ground. The air smelled like dirt and old rain.

“Hey, watch it!”

The voice made Riley jerk forward, the swing rattling. A girl with dark, frizzy hair was standing by the swings, holding a raggedy backpack.

“You almost kicked my backpack!” she said, picking it up.

Riley shrugged. “Sorry.”

The girl squinted at him. “Do you always look this miserable, or is today special?”

“What’s it to you?” Riley muttered.

The girl didn’t answer. Instead, she plopped her bag down and climbed onto the swing next to Riley’s. It squeaked like it was about to fall apart, but she didn’t seem to care. She pumped her legs hard, going higher and higher until the swing creaked in protest.

Riley couldn’t help but watch. “Careful. That thing’s not—”

CRACK!

The swing chain snapped, and the girl tumbled into the dirt with a loud “oof!”

Riley jumped up. “You okay?”

The girl sat up, brushing dirt off her jeans. “I’m fine. Guess that swing’s officially retired, though.”

“Yeah,” Riley said. “Like the rest of this place.”

For a second, neither of them said anything. Riley stared at the broken swing, one chain dangling from the top bar like a loose tooth.

“You’re Riley, right?” the girl said suddenly.

Riley frowned. “How do you know that?”

She smirked. “Small town. I’m Maria. I just moved here last year. My mom says you’re the kid who’s always walking around by yourself. She says you’re ‘a little lost.’”

Riley’s face burned. “Your mom sounds nosy.”

“She is,” Maria said with a shrug. “But she’s not wrong. You do look lost.”

“Thanks for the pep talk,” Riley said, turning to leave.

“Wait,” Maria said. “You’re good at fixing stuff, right?”

Riley stopped. “What?”

“I saw you fixing that bike for those little kids last week. You’re pretty handy.”

Riley rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess. Why?”

Maria stood up and brushed off her jeans. “Because I’ve got an idea. And I think you’re exactly the kind of miserable genius I need to pull it off.”

Riley frowned. “What kind of idea?”

She grinned. “You’ll see. Meet me here tomorrow after school. Bring tools.”

Before Riley could argue, Maria grabbed her backpack and walked off, whistling. Riley stared after her, then at the broken swing.

“Great,” Riley muttered. “Now I’ve got homework in the middle of nowhere.”
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Chapter 2: The Club
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Riley slouched in the swing again the next afternoon, scuffing the dirt with the toe of his sneaker. He’d been there for ten minutes, debating whether to leave before Maria showed up.

He wasn’t sure why he came. She hadn’t told him much yesterday, just, “Bring tools.” But Riley figured sitting here waiting for her was better than sitting at home watching Dad stare at the TV.

“Hey!” Maria’s voice rang out across the playground.

Riley looked up. She was jogging toward him, her frizzy hair bouncing. A boy trailed behind her, taller and lankier, wearing a bright orange shirt that looked two sizes too big.

“Who’s that?” Riley asked.

“This is Devon,” Maria said, motioning to the boy, who grinned like he’d just won a contest. “He’s got energy. That’s useful.”

“Useful for what?” Riley said.

Maria plopped her backpack down on the ground and started unzipping it. “For the club, obviously.”

“What club?”

“Our club,” Maria said, pulling out a handful of markers, a roll of duct tape, and a notebook. “We’re calling it ‘The Broke Kids Club.’”

Devon laughed. “Maria came up with it. She thinks it’s ‘ironic.’”

Riley frowned. “What does that even mean?”

Maria rolled her eyes. “It means we’re broke, but we’re not broken. Got it?”

“Not really,” Riley said, but he didn’t argue.

Maria flipped open her notebook and held it up. On the first page, in big, colorful letters, were the words Broke Kids Club: Rules and Plans.

“Wait,” Riley said. “You already made rules?”

“Of course,” Maria said. “Every club needs rules.”

Devon leaned over Riley’s shoulder and snickered. “Rule number one: No jerks allowed. So, Riley, you’re on probation.”

“Very funny,” Riley said, shoving him away.

Maria ignored them and kept talking. “Here’s the deal. This park is a disaster, right? And nobody’s doing anything about it. So we are.”

Riley looked around. The rusty slide, the broken swing, the weeds poking up through the cracked basketball court. He hadn’t thought about fixing the park before. It always felt like a lost cause.

“So, what?” Riley said. “We’re just supposed to fix this whole place by ourselves?”

Maria grinned. “Not by ourselves. That’s why it’s a club. We recruit more people. We take it one step at a time. First, the swings. Then the basketball court. Then—”

“Maria,” Devon interrupted. “This isn’t a superhero movie.”

Maria huffed. “You two don’t see it yet, but this is going to work. Trust me.”

“Trust you?” Riley said. “You broke a swing yesterday.”

“And now we’re going to fix it,” Maria shot back. She pointed to Riley. “That’s where you come in, Mr. Handy Guy. Didn’t you bring tools?”

Riley hesitated, then pulled a rusty wrench and a screwdriver out of his hoodie pocket. He didn’t want to admit it, but he’d actually been curious about whether they could fix the swing.

“See?” Maria said. “That’s the spirit!”

Devon folded his arms. “So, you’re the fixer. What am I supposed to do?”

“Make us laugh,” Maria said. “We’ll need it.”

Devon saluted. “Got it. Chief Morale Officer, reporting for duty.”

Maria rolled her eyes but smiled. “Alright, team. First mission: Fix the swing. Riley, you’re in charge.”

“Wait, what?” Riley said.

“You’ve got the tools,” Maria said. “Just figure it out.”

Riley sighed and crouched next to the broken swing. The chain was snapped clean in half, but the top section was still attached. He squinted at it, trying to picture how to make it work.

“You could use duct tape,” Devon suggested.

“That’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard,” Riley said.

“Hey, duct tape fixes everything,” Devon said with a shrug.

Riley ignored him and focused on the chain. After a minute, he looked at Maria. “Got anything stronger than duct tape in there?”

Maria rummaged through her backpack and pulled out a spool of thin rope. “Will this work?”

“Maybe,” Riley said. He stood up, climbed onto the old slide for leverage, and looped the rope through the top chain. His fingers fumbled with the knots for a few minutes, but finally, the chain looked stable enough to hold.

“Okay,” Riley said, hopping down. “One of you try it.”

“Not me,” Maria said, stepping back.

Devon grinned. “I’ll do it.” He hopped onto the swing and gave it a test push. The rope creaked, but it held. “Woohoo! The Broke Kids Club saves the day!”

Maria clapped. Riley couldn’t help but feel a small spark of pride.

“Alright,” Maria said. “One swing down. Next, the basketball court.”

Riley groaned. “You’re exhausting.”

Maria grinned. “Welcome to the club.”
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Chapter 3: The Quiet One
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The next afternoon, Riley trudged back to the park with a bag of tools slung over his shoulder. He didn’t know why he kept showing up—maybe because it gave him something to do. Or maybe because fixing the swing had felt... kind of good.

When he got there, Maria and Devon were already waiting by the basketball court. Maria had a clipboard in her hands, and Devon was dribbling a deflated basketball that made a sad thud every time it hit the ground.

“You’re late,” Maria said without looking up.

“It’s not school,” Riley shot back.

“Actually, it’s more important,” Maria said. She held up her clipboard. “I made a plan for the basketball court.”

“Let me guess,” Riley said. “We start by fixing the hoop?”

Maria shook her head. “Nope. We start by cleaning the weeds out of the cracks. We can’t fix what’s broken until we clear out what’s in the way.”

Riley raised an eyebrow. “That’s deep.”

“Thanks,” Maria said. “I saw it on a poster once.”

Devon snorted. “Let’s hope the rest of your plan isn’t from a poster.”

Riley dropped his bag near the court. “Fine. Let’s get started.”

They worked in silence for a while, pulling weeds and tossing them into a pile. The cracks were deeper than Riley had thought, and dirt had hardened around the roots. His fingers were sore after just ten minutes.

“I didn’t sign up for gardening,” Devon groaned, leaning on his broom.

“Quit whining,” Maria said, not looking up from her clipboard. “You’ve been doing that for five minutes, and it’s already annoying.”

Riley smirked. “She’s got a point.”

“I thought I was Chief Morale Officer,” Devon said, tossing a weed at Riley’s face.

Riley ducked. “You’re bad at morale.”

Before Devon could come up with a comeback, a small voice piped up behind them. “What are you doing?”

They all turned. A kid stood at the edge of the court, holding a stick like it was a sword. His hair stuck out in every direction, and he wore a hoodie two sizes too big.

“We’re fixing the court,” Maria said. “What’s it look like?”

The kid shuffled his feet. “It looks like you’re just pulling weeds.”

Maria crossed her arms. “Well, it’s part of fixing the court.”

Riley frowned. “Who are you?”

“Sam,” the kid mumbled.

“Never seen you before,” Devon said.

Sam shrugged. “I come here after school sometimes.”

“Well,” Maria said, “you can either watch or help. Those are the options.”

Sam hesitated, gripping the stick tighter.

“Come on,” Devon said, tossing a weed in Sam’s direction. “Grab some gloves. We’ve got a big pile to make.”

Sam stared at the weed for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay.” He dropped his stick and shuffled over.

Maria handed him a pair of gloves from her backpack. “There. Now you’re in the club.”
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