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  “For every kid who stayed on the sidelines because falling felt worse than never flying.

The leap is worth it.

Even if you land on your knees.

Especially then.”

~ Johnathan Stone







  
    
      “The bravest thing you’ll ever do

is not the thing you get right.

It’s the thing you try

knowing you might fall.

And then getting up

to try again.”


    

    
      ~ Inner Alchemy Publishing
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  Chapter 1: The Announcement

  
  




Monday morning, Ms. Chen’s classroom buzzed with the kind of excited energy that meant something special was about to happen.

Leo Martinez slid into his seat and immediately noticed the colorful poster taped to the whiteboard at the front of the room. It was covered in stars and music notes and had big, glittery letters that said:

JEFFERSON ELEMENTARY TALENT SHOW

Three Weeks Away!

Sign Up Now!

“Ooh, the talent show!” a girl named Emma squealed from across the room.

Kids started chattering immediately, voices overlapping in excitement.

“I’m going to sing that song from the movie!”

“I’m doing magic tricks!”

“My sister and I are doing a dance!”

Leo felt a flutter in his stomach. Not the bad kind of flutter—the kind that felt like butterflies doing somersaults. The excited kind.

He’d been thinking about the talent show for weeks, ever since he’d seen the older kids skateboarding at the park near his house.

Ms. Chen clapped her hands twice—her signal for everyone to focus.

“Good morning, everyone! I see you’ve noticed our talent show announcement.”

She smiled warmly at the class.

“The talent show is three weeks from this Friday. It’s completely optional, but I encourage anyone who wants to participate to sign up. You can perform alone or with friends. It can be anything—singing, dancing, playing an instrument, comedy, art demonstration, sports tricks, poetry… anything you’re passionate about.”

Her eyes swept across the room.

“The sign-up sheet will be in the main office starting today. You have until next Monday to decide if you want to participate.”

Hands shot up immediately.

“Can we do something with our friends?”

“Yes.”

“Can we do more than one thing?”

“If time allows, yes.”

“Do we have to do it?”

“No, it’s completely your choice.”

When Ms. Chen released them to start their morning work, kids clustered in groups, already planning.

Leo pulled out his math worksheet but couldn’t concentrate on the subtraction problems.

His mind kept drifting to the skateboard.

Marco—Leo’s older brother who was in fifth grade—had gotten a skateboard for his birthday six months ago. He’d ridden it a few times, then gotten bored and left it in the garage, collecting dust.

But Leo had been watching the older kids at the park. The way they rolled and jumped and spun the board beneath their feet. It looked so cool. So free. So… awesome.

He wanted to learn.

He wanted to do a skateboard trick at the talent show.

A kickflip, maybe. That was the one where the board spun in the air and you landed back on it.

The problem was: Leo had never actually been on a skateboard before.

He was good at other sports—soccer, basketball, running. He could climb the rope in gym class faster than almost anyone. His body usually did what he wanted it to do.

But skateboarding? That was different. That was new.

And what if he was terrible at it?

“Leo!”

He jumped, startled. His friend Mira was looking at him with concern.

“You okay?” she asked. “You’ve been staring at that same math problem for like five minutes.”

“Oh. Yeah. I’m fine.” Leo quickly wrote down an answer—probably the wrong one, but whatever.

At recess, The Brighteners gathered under their oak tree. It was the big tree at the edge of the playground, the one where Sofia and her old best friend Lily used to sit before Lily moved away. Now it was where all four Brighteners met.

The Brighteners—that’s what they called themselves. Mira, Leo, Sofia, and Maya. They’d become friends over the past couple of months, helping each other through hard stuff. Dim days, they called them. Days when everything felt heavier than it should.

Today, everyone was talking about the talent show.

“I’m not doing it,” Maya announced immediately, crossing her arms. “No way. Too many people watching.”

Maya had been working really hard on managing her anger, and she still didn’t like being the center of attention.

“I might play my recorder,” Sofia said quietly. “I’ve been practicing. I’m not… great or anything. But I like it.”

Sofia had been sad a lot since Lily moved, but she was getting stronger. She still tended their memory garden together every day.

“I’m going to read a poem,” Mira said. “I wrote one about dim days and bright days. I think people might like it.”

All three of them turned to look at Leo.

“What about you?” Mira asked.

Leo hesitated.

He could feel the words on the tip of his tongue: I want to learn to skateboard and do a trick.

But what if they thought that was stupid? What if they said he couldn’t learn in three weeks?

“I don’t know yet,” he said instead. “Maybe nothing.”

Mira looked surprised. “Really? But you’re so good at physical stuff. You could do soccer tricks or basketball or something.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Leo said, looking away. “I’ll think about it.”

But that was the thing—he didn’t want to do soccer tricks.

He wanted to do something new.

Something that scared him a little.

Something that mattered.

The bell rang, ending recess.

As they walked back inside, Leo made a decision.

Tonight, he’d try.

Just to see.

Maybe he’d be good at it. Maybe skateboarding would be just like the other sports—something his body understood right away.

Or maybe…

Maybe he’d be terrible.

And that thought made his stomach twist in a way that had nothing to do with excitement.

That night, after dinner, Leo waited until his parents were busy with his little sister’s bath time and Marco was in his room doing homework.

Then he slipped out to the garage.

The skateboard was exactly where it had been for months—leaning against the wall next to Dad’s toolbox, dusty and forgotten.

Leo picked it up.

It was heavier than he’d expected. Solid. The wheels were a little dirty but they still spun when he touched them.

He looked at the smooth concrete floor of the garage.

Just try standing on it, he told himself. That’s all. Just see what it feels like.

He set the board down carefully.

It sat there, perfectly still.

Leo took a deep breath and put one foot on it.

The board immediately started to roll.

His heart jumped. He jerked his foot back, and the board shot across the garage floor and crashed into a box of old Christmas decorations.

Leo froze, listening.

No one came to check what the noise was.

He retrieved the board and tried again.

This time he put one foot on it and tried to put the other foot on too.

The board slipped out from under him so fast he didn’t even see it happen. One second he was trying to balance, the next second he was stumbling sideways, catching himself on the wall before he fell.

His heart was pounding.

Okay, he thought. So it’s harder than it looks.

He tried five more times.

Five more times, the board either rolled away or he lost his balance or both.

By the time he heard footsteps approaching, he’d managed to stand on the board for maybe three seconds total without falling off.

“Leo? You out here?”

It was Marco.

Leo quickly
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