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For those who embrace their truest selves,

for those who hold tight to what makes them bold and different,

and for anyone still learning how to be real. 








  
  Chapter One
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River


My sister Story’s ability to drag a ten-foot turquoise mannequin in full costume down the street—while she and the mannequin don matching shimmer capes with bells—and not care how many people stare at us is a level of confidence I will never possess. In true theatrical fashion, Story waves her arms at the figure as if it were alive while we wait an eternity for the crosswalk signal to change on a road where no cars ever pass. A signal that was installed over a decade ago, after one person raised a fuss at a town council meeting, and has been pointless ever since. 
“Be a rebel,” Story says in a half whisper. She dangles two turquoise feet over the curb.
I shake my head and will the signal to switch before I drop the heavy box of comic book paraphernalia I’m carrying all over the sidewalk. In theory, we could cross, but the potential backlash for jaywalking is to be branded a rebel or troublemaker at a Ruby River town meeting by a bunch of nosies. Neither of which are categories I’d fit well into.
Dad would be less than pleased with me if I spoke up in another council meeting like I did when I tried to get the signal taken down. Sheer silence greeted me at that one. Being the son of two celebrity parents comes with an extra level of scrutiny I never signed up for. Thankfully, given that my parents aren’t A-list actors, we get some privacy. But they’re top of the independent film circuit, with a massive fan base that loves Mickey Rosen’s—also known as my dad’s—off-beat geek humor. Some of their films have made it mainstream in a big way. Plus, they’ve woven my sister and me into the films enough times that people recognize our faces. Thus, scrutiny.
The wind blows a whisper too sharp, sending a shiver across my shoulders. I glance over to my sister, and the creature’s bells jingle along with hers while she works to unwind their capes from each other.
“Your cheeks are redder than the stoplight.” While I know she’s talking to me, she’s still engaging with the mannequin.
This situation would be much less creepy if Nancy the Mannequin’s face weren’t my likeness. Story loves it because she knows I’m not the biggest fan of seeing myself in a half-monster mannequin form wearing a cape and bells. And she takes enormous pleasure in embarrassing me, a dynamic that has only deepened with age.
“Loosen up, River. No one is going to notice us or care,” Story says.
When the orange blinking hand of doom switches to the little walking man, we cross from the spotlight of this open corner to the other side of the street. Not that there’s much traffic—or any cars—since it’s seven thirty on a Thursday morning. Caffeine addicts rush into the coffee shop across the way while the sun rises and the crisp October weather cooperates after two days of rain.
I groan in annoyance. “Or you could focus, and we could get the last of the merchandise from the old storefront to this one faster.”
Story shrugs, bends next to the mannequin, dipping it across her back so she can lug it up the next block. “I’m putting Nancy, here, in the front display window.” She pats the side of the figure. “She deserves to be seen by all who pass the new location so they know it’s us.”
“The giant sign above the door reading COMICS should be enough. Nancy can go in the basement.” We need to properly plan out the window designs, and Story wants to ruin the visual with one of Dad’s first decent-sized movie props.
“No. Nancy is beautiful, and everyone needs to see her.”
My sister is both a pain and my closest friend. Three months ago, we got a call that Dad had what he keeps calling a “cardiac episode,” but the doctors at the hospital called it a heart attack. The last ninety days have been a blur of reassuring the press he’s fine, knocking terrible food from his hands that he took when he was sure we weren’t looking, and bringing him to doctors’ appointments. Poor Mom’s been stuck in California on a movie for the last three weeks.
Dad thinks a heart attack makes him sound old. He will be fine but is under orders to reduce stress and cut down on his busy lifestyle. It will take both of us to slow him down, as well as the assistance of several elephant tranquilizers, which is why Story dropped everything and flew home.
Story is a daddy’s girl to the core. She is also a fantastic entertainment lawyer who fled life at the Jersey Shore for a job at a production company in Burbank, California. I prefer life here, where it’s quiet and where Dad can walk to the local gourmet doughnut shop without being mobbed by fans. Unlike Story, who found her place in law, I prefer managing Dad’s tour schedule and the family comic book shop.
Opening up a haven for geeks and geek culture was Dad’s childhood dream, and it’s where I’ve spent most of my waking moments when we weren’t piled into a van together as a family to go to filming locations. Growing up, we always ended up back in Ruby River, this small, quirky town where his shop sits a few blocks from the river and a short sail from the ocean, flipping through comic books away from any type of spotlight.
“Nancy’s been hitting the gym,” Story says.
I roll my eyes as we approach the door to the bigger store, to which we’re lugging over thirty years’ worth of Dad’s film life. It’s a block up from the old store, converted from a vacant shoe shop. The old shop got too cramped with all the movie memorabilia he holds on to, and he didn’t want to put any of his bigger pieces into storage. The new space is better designed for allowing traffic to flow, which is important for when his fans make their pilgrimages to the shop with the hope of glimpsing him.
The front of the new shop has two great windows on either side and two shorter ones that lead you under an overhang, great for when the weather turns shoddy in a few months. Ten feet past the overhang is another flat side, with a door in the middle. From the outside, it’s like a funky museum exhibit where, if you squint inside, past the movie props and tinted glass, you’ll find me behind the counter on display most days. The older store had one long window, which made everything simpler. I was only a goldfish in that scenario, rather than multiple panels for a storyboard.
“Get the door,” I say.
Story pulls Nancy off her back and tries to work the plastic half-wing arm around the door handle. I clear my throat at her in annoyance and lean against the wall with the boxes in one arm to grab the handle.
My sister relents, grabs the door, and kicks down the kickstand with a huff. I shuffle to the other door, and she does the same, but not without sticking her tongue out at me like we’re eleven and twelve again.
I shift my weight to reposition the boxes and take a few shaky steps back. My sister’s face pales. A rumble grows loud on my right. The sound halts. I’m flat on the ground in the center of the sidewalk with comic books falling on the ground all around me. My side aches, thick with pain. A rogue car jumped the curb to flatten me, or maybe Nancy sprang to life to attack me and made my sister’s dream come true.
The world is blurry. I move my hand around to find my glasses. Please don’t be scratched. With a roll to my side, I grab them and put them on. Past my hand is a woman with long lavender pigtails and a rose-gold helmet struggling to push up off the ground. My stomach plummets. The deep scrape on her arm needs tending. I can’t stop staring at the solid, way-too-familiar pint-sized figure who knocked me down.
“Oh no!” Story rushes to the woman and helps her stand.
My gut could be wrong. Lavender is a popular hair color.
Story helps the woman up. Time slows when the woman removes her helmet, and her apologetic green eyes lock with mine. And Oona Hendrix, the local girl gone big-time professional skateboarder, is back. Time rewinds, and I’m the boy hiding from the world in the comic book shop again. Too nervous to respond to her request for a comic book recommendation, ask to hang out, or say much more than…Come to think of it, I’ve never spoken a single word to her my whole life. A million in my head but none aloud.
I swallow a throatful of newly bloomed nerves. When we were younger, her widow’s peak was a honey color. Last time we were face-to-face, she wasn’t as tall or as…
“Hey, Oona!” Story says. “My brother has your poster on his wall.”
Every muscle in my body tenses. My ex-sister inspects Oona’s scraped palm.
“Had.” Past tense doesn’t make this any less weird. I idolized how cool she was and how easy it was for her to make friends. A skill I didn’t have. And the poster image is from after she won a gold medal. This is a case of supporting a local girl gone big. Her beam of confidence in the poster being hot is irrelevant.
A fire creeps up my cheeks. I want to crawl into the sewer and hide. Oona’s leg wobbles, and she collects her skateboard with a slight stagger. She smiles, and I look away.
“I’m so sorry. My stopping isn’t so great right now, and I didn’t see you…” She reaches out. “Hold on, you talk? I mean, of course you do, but…sorry again.”
I give a nervous chuckle and grab her hand, only to have a jolt shoot up my arm. Stop it, body. “I never saw you…”
“Well, your sister said you had one of my posters, so apparently you’ve seen me.” Oona laughs, and my insides turn to mush. I glance from Story to Oona, then Nancy, and back to Oona.
Say something, anything. I cough out a helpless laugh.
Oona bends to help pick up a preserved comic from the sidewalk. A wince of pain crosses her face.
“Don’t worry about the comics,” I say. “I’ll take care of them. I should’ve been paying attention.”
“He’s super particular about his comic books and toys,” Story says.
“Action figures,” I say.
Oona nods and takes a step back from the wreckage spilled across the sidewalk. “I’m happy to pay for or replace anything I broke.”
I wave the comment off. Time hasn’t corrected my inability to unravel the words in my head that all smash together when Oona is close.
“My dad mentioned there is a skate shop opening soon. Is it yours?” Story takes off her cape and tosses it at the box. Her wide-sleeved gray sweater and black leggings are a lot less flashy than the cape.
“We open in a few weeks—or, well, whenever they grant the last permits. Everything is ready. There’s just…” She stops the rush of words pouring from her mouth and smiles at me. “Yes, it’s mine.”
The skate shop is hers? Her name never appeared at the council meetings. My heart sinks. All this time I was focused on Dad. I didn’t stop to think about the obvious fact that the shop could be for Oona. Her family is here. This was Oona’s landing place between her tours.
“The bureaucracy in this place is intense.” Story retrieves a figurine that tumbled onto the road. “There’s a bunch of fun-suckers in town, and not in the good way.”
The heat off Oona’s palm isn’t a simple lingering sensation. I’m still holding her. I swallow, and time ticks away while I figure out how to release her hand so it doesn’t further the oddness of this encounter. Let go, I scream at myself, to no avail. She glances down at her hand, back at me, and the best I can muster is to release hers. I run my fingers through the hair I hadn’t bothered to brush yet this morning.
She pops her longboard up against her leg. Her dark blue jeans hide behind the great height of the deck. She pushes up the sleeves of her burnt-orange sweater, reexposing the scrape. The wound needs cleaning at the very least. How can she stand there while it pricks red? She seems unfazed.
I rest my hand on my queasy stomach and glance past her at the local café on the corner of the block. The Mainline has ice and doesn’t appear super crowded right now. Story elbows my hip. She got more of Dad’s genes, whereas I got Mom’s. In short, my sister is not nearly as tall as I am. Mom’s face was the mold for Nancy’s. Given that Mom and I share the same diamond face shape at the right angle, Nancy and I have the same profile, except I got Dad’s curls and Mom’s wheat-blond hair. Story thinks it’s cool, and Dad thinks I should take my resemblance to Nancy as a positive. I’m not a fan of staring at myself.
“I can get you ice from the café for your arm…” Victory! Coherent words are coming out. I’d almost call them confident.
“No, thanks.” Oona drops the longboard down. “I promised my friend I’d get her some cider on the way to the shop. If I don’t show up soon, she’ll send a search committee.”
She stands on the board and gains a few inches of height, but only enough to come to about my nose.
“Stop by the shop sometime.” Oona steadies herself on the skateboard and readies to push off. “I’ve nowhere else to go most days.”
Her foot hits the ground, another wince, and she pops off the board. She pushes the longboard forward to cross the street and hops back on. A palm smacks flat against my back.
“What?” I turn to my sister.
“Do you want me to leave so you can keep watching her…or can we clean up this mess?” Story teases.
“She looks hurt.” I collect a stack of bent comics and throw them into the box. The discount they’ll get marked down to will make a customer super happy.
Story hands me a Queen Maeve figurine to put in the box. “We can visit the shop later to check on her, or you could go on your own.”
At this point the local fire company needs to come put out the blaze engulfing every bit of space on my face and ears. “Go put Nancy inside.”






  
  Chapter Two

[image: ]
Oona


Pivot. All I needed to do was cut to the side or pivot. Day four back in town and I already crashed directly into a whole human. I cut across the street from the site of cataclysm, toward the barely-one-block-away, five-years-empty storefront that’s all mine. Or it will be once the council and planning board approve the plans for my shop. 
Scattered trees placed strategically on either side of the street pump up the coziness of fall, thanks to the Shade Tree Committee picking the exact right trees. Branches full of blush, orange, and yellow tints rustle, while the cool breeze nips at my cheeks. Vibrant purple mums, ornamental golden-beige grasses, and pockets of gaillardia, with their mellow red centers and sunshine-yellow tips on the petals, fill the landscaped corners of the sidewalks.
The board moves under me as it should, listing at the minor corrections I make. I slide my foot back to push a second glide ahead. A sharp twinge grips the inside of my hip and sends a rip of lightning down into my knee. I force a camera-ready smile. Certain pains are a part of being a professional athlete. No one comes to see an athlete in pain. They want us to make life look effortless and fun. Wiping out on a massive half-pipe is fine as long as the audience doesn’t see too much blood or anything broken. 
Not that I’m a professional athlete anymore. My chest tightens. When I was, I was great at giving the audience and judges a perfect show. That tiny crash was nothing in comparison, a mere ego bruise.
My body does not seem to realize it was only a tiny crash, and it will not cooperate right now. The bumps on the sidewalk from small stones are no help. Each crack jostles my joints in ways that aggravate every skate injury I’ve ever gotten. At thirty-two, it’s harder to ignore the pain from a crash that even five years ago I’d have shaken off more easily.
“Come on, body.” I grip the board longways, showing off the watercolor-styled handiwork on the bottom of the deck, opting to skip the café and head the extra half block to the shop.
“Who are you talking to, dear?” The elderly woman who lives in the first home after the drag of shops on this street sports a worn burgundy headband, which holds back the wiry silver hair she’s slicked down. She lifts her picket sign to her shoulder as she adjusts her handmade shawl. I’d say she was short, but short is relative. People call me short, and she and I are about the same height.
“Not giving up, eh, Goldie?” I tug up the lanyard hidden under my sweater. The attached key slides into the lock, and when I turn it, the door opens smoothly, as if the shop were waiting for me all morning.
“This store, and stores like this, are ruining the town. This shop contributes to the spiral of decency.” She lifts her sign up and walks about in a large square in front of the store. “I want chocolate shops and clothing stores. Jewelry, florists, a place to grab food…This invites…Well, it’s not a good look for a charming old town.”
I plaster on a warm dealing-with-the-press face and shrug. “I’d think you’d be happy the storefronts are filling.”
“Better empty than this. An eyesore and a liability.” The lines in her forehead disappear as she stops midstride. “Not you, Oona dear. You’re so sweet. But the store—why a skateboard shop?”
“Come inside. I’ll show you one.” I flex my stomach as the throb in my leg gets worse. “I bet I can find a design you’ll like.”
She returns to marching in her square. “Never. I’m here to keep a close eye on you.”
“Well, let me know if you want to come in when you take your break.” I push my board into the store. “I like the green glitter you’ve added to the letters. It catches the light well.” The sign would be even better if it didn’t read NO SKATING ALLOWED!
Goldie picks her feet up high, leading her marching band of one around her square. She’s been here every day since I moved in. Thankfully, she’s harmless and, from what I gather, lonely. I understand loneliness.
I walk to the counter and press my hands against the sandstone top. My leg muscles twitch at me, demanding rest.
“What if this is an entire town full of Goldies?” I ask.
A stack of boxes filled with wooden racks to assemble rests on the carpeted platform at the front of the store, before the grand window. Goldie’s elbows are at perfect angles as she shows off her sign to the no one passing in front of the shop right now. I chuckle low.
“Pardon?” Aria looks up from her laptop. “Ah, yeah. She’s been out there since I got here. I put on one of your comfort movies and ignored her. I have to say, it’s weird watching a movie in the town where the movie was filmed. I half expect to walk outside and find the movie to be real life.” 
I groan to myself. I am not sharing the fact that I ran into the son of the director of those comfort films in the street not ten minutes ago. 
Those bingeable movies are pure character talkiness, where the plot fades out and mismatched people intertwine in ways that just work. The films are a slice-of-life set by the river, in a familiar space, with humor that doesn’t stifle emotion. Like in one of his films when two friends are together and one spills coffee all over himself in front of a person he likes. His best friend doesn’t hesitate to dump coffee on himself, too, so they both stand there in coffee-soaked pants. There’s an exact purpose for every imperfect romantic or unexpected philosopher, and they all carry off-beat threads of hope. 
Aria tosses back her shoulder-length jet-black hair, which blends into the black of her tight T-shirt. With her neon pink pants and freshly painted black sparkly nails, she’s a sore thumb against the rich autumn tones of the locals outside. 
I lean the side of my face against the front door window, straining to see the comic book shop. The white wood walls inside my shop scream beach vibes, while the outside is a gorgeous tone similar to when the sun rises over the ocean and the water hovers between the transition of blue and green. This will all look even more chill once we get approval for the lettering. Even the fonts here need permission from the town so we don’t take away its historical charm. I lean harder into the window, willing it to bend to see if there are any people out and about, ready to join Goldie in her mission.
Aria, my nonbiological little sister of the skate world, rose the ranks six years after me and likes to remind me she’s five inches taller. She leans against the glass in front of me, kneels, and looks up the street with me. The glass is cool against my palms.
“I need to know what we’re doing.” She huffs on the glass, fogging the view ahead. “Oh, good. Goldie’s looking now, too.”
“People watching.” I push away from the window and walk to the green leather chesterfield couch to stretch out.
“Where are these people you are referencing?” She looks back at me. “Do you see people I don’t?”
With my full sprawl, there’s no room for her to join me. I rest my head on the back of the couch with my arm draped over my face. “There are people here, and they will like me.”
“Hey, where’s my cider? If you didn’t want to pick up the drinks, you could’ve said so.” She flings my arms off my face one at a time to show off her mock scowl.
I love her so much. When she told me she wanted me as a mentor, I was so excited. I didn’t know that years later it would mean her putting her life on pause when I went into surgery. A freak fall six months ago blew out my knee and hip. My body can’t take hits like it used to. The word “retirement” wasn’t in my mouth yet; it wasn’t in my brain yet. After the media frenzy about my injury, my social media calendar slowed down. But as my career wound down fast, hers boomed.
“Don’t you have wheels to tighten?” I pull out my phone. With a flick of the screen, I scroll for an update from the town on our approvals, only to find invitations for meet and greets and the Holiday Skate Parade in Miami. I’ll miss it this year. Even if I weren’t waiting on the approvals, my leg wouldn’t let me skate the three-mile route. There’s nothing like the parade anywhere else. The day after Thanksgiving, thousands of skaters dress up in whatever they define as festive to skate in the parade. I went as a penguin rushing off with a present to my last holiday skate. Aria went as a holiday tree dressed in lights last year for the Miami long ride.
The holidays are around the corner. In less than sixty days the town will light up and kick off the shopping season. I need the store to be open when the shoppers come in droves for the kickoff. That first weekend will help set the pace for the rest of the year.
Every form has to be perfect before they’ll approve anything. It’s this horrible vortex that was easier to navigate when I wasn’t here. My lawyer and team handled the business bits for me so I could concentrate on healing. The day after the Miami charity skate last year, I was watching a Mickey Rosen holiday film because it had the Ruby River town lighting in it, and this building was in the movie. I took it as a sign to purchase the place for my future self.
All I have left to do is wait for what may be forever for the green light to complete each next step to get this place open. The wait for this next email to come through is agony. Aria is great. She came out a month before me and went to most of the council meetings and got the initial approvals. Unfortunately, there are certain issues she can’t solve. Ones that are antiquated and require a person used to schmoozing the right people. The council wants to meet me in person at their next meeting, not my lawyers or Aria acting as a proxy for me.
If there’s one thing I’ve become good at after fifteen years of touring and competing, it’s gaining fans. Fans, partnerships, sponsorships, volunteers, anything. 
“I need you,” Aria says.
I turn to see her staring at the display wall, her arms loaded with merchandise.
“What are you putting in the middle of these?” She crouches with the boards, places them on the ground, and watches as they roll toward the window. “This floor is great. It’s like a mini ramp.”
“I’m torn. A giant mirror would be easiest, but a cool piece of local art might be better.” I get up and help collect the boards that slid to the grand window. 
I catch Aria pulling a poster out from behind the counter. She unravels a life-size poster of herself. Her fingertips clamped around the deck in an Indy grab, while her other arm is bent in the air as a counterbalance. The image is from the last global competition we were in together.
She tacks it crookedly to the wall and nods. “This is perfect. You can talk to the two-dimensional version of me every day, and no one will notice when you’re thinking out loud.”
I place my foot on one of the loose skateboards and do my best to find my balance. The twinge in my leg no longer comes as a surprise when I pump my foot on the ground to ride my board to her. She throws her arms around me and gives me a hug. I hug her back, not looking forward to what’s to come. This is the start of goodbye for now.
“New plan. You stay here and run this place with me.” I let go and stare at her poster.
“I wish. I’ll be back in a few weeks. You can still come with us. No one will care you aren’t competing.”
I’ll care. “This shop isn’t going to open itself. Besides, you don’t need me hovering over your shoulder.”
Aria is loyal to her friends. Part of the reason I chose to mentor her was to protect her from dangers that come with rising fast, like the media twisting words or pictures into stories that don’t exist. The funny thing is, she’s only a couple of years younger than me. I started on the circuit earlier than she did, but over the last decade, we’ve become so tight. It’s nice when you find people you are competing with who can leave their competitiveness on the course.
“I have one hour until I need to leave for my flight. I’m using the entire hour to make sure you aren’t climbing on things and falling.” She grabs the stepstool, places it in front of the wall, and climbs up. “What is there to do around here anyway?”
“Read. Sail. Paint gorgeous skateboard decks…”
“You’re going to be so bored.”
I hand her a stack of raw skateboard decks to place in the slots on the wall. “I can paint these if no one comes. Maybe I’ll even invite Goldie to do one.”
“This isn’t the place I picture you in. Miami, LA, heck, even New York is right there.” She points toward the river. “You’d do amazing in New York.”
“I’ll be fine.” Truth is, as close as we are, she’ll never get the magic of this town. It’s artsy, charming, and when I’m here, I’m more relaxed than anywhere else. Even if I don’t know anyone left here outside my family. And even they are rarely here. Once I was old enough to go on the road on my own at fifteen, Mom and Dad decided it was time to scale down their house and get an RV. Being here means I finally have a permanent address. One that they can send their travel postcards to. Yes, postcards, because they believe life should exist outside electronics. I do my best to stay off social media, aside from maintaining my image, whatever that means now, to avoid drama or stories about the “tragic end” of my career.
“Oona! It’s happening. The movie is real.” Aria points repeatedly out the window at a man’s back. “I swear that man came out of the movie and is walking around outside.”
I follow her excited gesture. My shoulders rise. She’s not incorrect. River is no longer contained in her screen. He is standing on the other side of the glass, running his fingers through thick golden waves of hair, revealing his soft profile.
“Do you know him? Is he an ex-boyfriend? Please let him be an ex-boyfriend.” She needs to learn how whispers work.
I shake my head. “We both grew up here, but I don’t know much about him other than he’s always seemed nice and he runs the comic book shop now. I pretty much dated my skateboard whenever I came home.” Not that I didn’t try to engage with him. 
We had a weird wordless interaction going for a while. I’d leave a palm print on the outside glass of their window display on my second and third laps when I’d train. I caught him a few times at the window with his palm on it, looking for whoever was doing it. One day, when we were older, he surprised me by placing a flat palm on the glass before I got there. I made sure to press my hand on the other side like a high-five. The gesture became a game. One that stopped whenever he was out filming. Eventually, the whole thing stopped, thanks to my pro schedule on the road or his dad’s tour schedule.
“Shh.” Aria crouch-walks to the window. “He looks delicious in person. Oh no. He’s talking to Goldie. Offering her an arm…Whelp, that settles it. He’s my hero for escorting your picketer off the storefront.”
She covers her forehead with the back of her hand and flops onto the couch next to me. Aria continues her dramatics by poking my leg with her sharp onyx nails. I laugh, and it echoes through the room. Aria’s laugh is high, like a giant sucked back a balloon before giggling. This only makes me laugh harder, and tears form. The throb from the fall lessens.
The alarm on her phone goes off, and the little cloud of sadness settles over me, and her laugh quiets with mine. 
“I wish I could stay to embarrass you by screaming to everyone in town how fantastic you are.” She sits on the couch next to me.
I sit up and rest my head on her shoulder. “You’ve got to go show everyone how awesome you are.”
“Come be my coach.” She sticks out her bottom lip. “I’ll get trained by the best. Fans will win because they can still see you for autographs and pictures.”
“Fans will forget me over time.” I rub at the thickening in my throat.
She narrows her eyes at me. Aria has to know I’m right.
“You’re literally in video games,” Aria says. “People pretend to be you for hours a day.”
Hopefully, my community will remember me after the next version comes out. Tears sting the inside corners of my eyes. “Consider this shop home base for everyone. I’m the shop to hang out at between competitions. California has nothing on the Jersey Shore.”
Her eyebrows twitch, drawing lines across her forehead that we’re both way too young for. “You’ll keep me apprised of everything happening? Of how you’re healing? Of Goldie?”
“I’ll make it a personal mission to have cars banned for skateboards here. In the winter, we’ll create skateboards with ice skate blades instead of wheels.” I nod and swallow back the desire to beg her to stay.
“That is all I’ve ever wanted.” She gets up and walks to the counter to grab her backpack covered with patches from all the states she’s competed in. A collage of cute stickers from her sponsors decorates the bottom of the skateboard she tucks under her arm.
“Go make me proud,” I say.
She stops next to me, tears in the corners of her eyes.
“You’re going to be fantastic. We’re going to be fantastic. I’m only a text or call from you.” I’m not sure if this is for her or for me. She hasn’t needed me as a mentor for a long time. This new chapter is hard to navigate.
The room is quiet. No press. No friends at my side. No doctors or PR. My heartbeat grows still. I walk to the storefront window and place my palm on the glass.
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River


My sister insists the box of items she’s sent me to deliver to Oona’s shop is a way to help her settle into town. The contents are ridiculous. It’s taken an entire day since our hit-and-run on the sidewalk to extinguish my nerves. Give me a self-absorbed actress any day, but Oona? I’m right back to being the kid peeking out from behind the counter in awe of how cool she is or watching her compete on TV and wanting to congratulate her each time she came home. By “congratulate,” I mean rehearsing the conversation with Nancy and chickening out. I never wanted to look like one of Dad’s superfans if I approached her. Outside of tutors and people on film sets, teenage me didn’t talk to non-comic-book people very well. 
I walk into the café with the box tucked under my arm. The old brick exterior with tinted windows is a facade. This place is full of rainbows, and the ambience is set to refuel happiness regardless of whether a customer has a drop of caffeine or not. A painted rainbow wave runs across the back and side walls atop a metallic purple background.
A purple tray on the side counter holds a mass of to-go orders, one of which has Oona’s name. 
The tight space has all of five customer tables. Three of them are high-tops along the wall, and then another two square tables alternate from a stand-alone to a joined rectangular table when the middle school bell goes off and kids swarm this place. There are two times of day when most adults skip coming here during the week. From 7:00 a.m. to 7:20 a.m. and 2:45 p.m. to 3:15 p.m. this place belongs to kids. There’s a small table on the other side of the rainbow epoxy countertop near the kitchen area, but it’s reserved for a few special people in town.
“Are you bringing me gifts? It’s not even my birthday,” Sam, the owner of the café, teases mid-pour of a fresh bag of beans into the grinder. He hits start, and a puff of smoke rises when he opens the lid. “Or are you finally succumbing to the glory that is coffee?” He grabs a cup from the side counter, funnels in grinds, and holds it out to me for a whiff.
The pungent concentration of fresh grounds is enough for me to pull away from the cup. “I’ll take a hot cider with some caramel.”
“Oh, this is a big day. You never take me up on a hot drink unless you’re sick. You don’t look sick.” He pushes up the tight sleeve on his black blouse to his elbow, revealing an array of fresh sticker tattoos, and grabs a jug of cider from the small fridge below the counter. “Fresh from Meyer’s Mill as of yesterday.”
“I’m not sick. It’s cold, and I’ve been moving boxes all morning.” The less information I share, the better.
“Ah, right, the new place. Need anything? Except lugging boxes—please don’t ask me to lug boxes.”
The steam from the machine fills the space with sweet apple and cinnamon, making my mouth water. I shut my eyes. When I open them, Sam is pouring a heap of dark caramel into the cup.
“Salt?” He flicks his head back, revealing shades of turquoise under his platinum hair. The gemstones on his temples catch the light and toss rainbows like the prisms in the windows.
I shrug. “Whatever you think is best.”
“Are you going to show me what’s in the box?” He sprinkles coarse salt in my drink, caps it, and places it in front of me on the counter.
“Nothing important.” I hug the box closer. “Do you have one that’s less destroyed looking?”
“If you show me what’s in it, I can get a better idea of what you need.”
I begrudgingly hold the box out. This box is the equivalent of bringing someone a bouquet of half-wilted flowers to keep them from ending up in the trash. This doesn’t say “Welcome.” It says “Here, have junk from our shop we weren’t using.”
He looks at the box, and his eyebrows stretch high toward his impeccable hairline.
“I have a white metal basket you can have.” He pulls it off the sales wall, where local artists’ odds and ends are displayed. “Unless you need a fancier container. But you aren’t giving me too many clues to work from here.”
My stomach churns. I transfer each of the items into the basket, and now the once wilted box is brighter, but it still needs help.
“Story wants me to bring this to the skate shop as a welcome to the new owner. Is there anything you want to add? I’d rather it be from a bunch of us than only our shop.”
“Oh, does she now? And she’s sending you to deliver it?” He holds up a finger, his nails coming to a sparkle-filled deep blue edge. Sam rummages under the counter and places a fresh box of Band-Aids, scissors, a gift card for coffee, and a recyclable travel mug with stickers inside it from the local stores.
“Story’s taking care of Dad, so she volunteered me to deliver it,” I say.
“Sure. Tell yourself that. But stop by Nikki’s after this. I’ll text her,” he says. “She has a small tool kit that might be nice to add to the basket. If she’s not there, her brother, Ash, should be upstairs.”
“This is great, thanks.” I turn to leave, my metal basket much more stylish and less like garbage.
“Forgetting something?” The melody in Sam’s voice is too all knowing.
When I spin around, he’s holding my drink out.
“Take this and go to Nikki’s.” He wags his eyebrows.
How red are my cheeks right now? The sides of the cup burn my fingertips, and all I can do is suck back the pain. On the walk to Nikki’s, Fred, from the pizza place, adds a gift card to the basket. Melody, from the chocolate shop, adds a chocolate in the shape of New Jersey, along with her card and cell phone number. I’d guess Sam didn’t limit his text to just Nikki.
When I get to Nikki, she’s outside muscling a display around. The shop was her dad’s, and while she graciously maintains the hardware store, she’s carved out a space up front for people to make wood signs and other items for decorating their homes. The front of the store under her father was a tan stucco, but she’s switched it out to be nearer to a light blue sky with a soft white sand-worn haze over the trim. She’s helped make over several storefronts on this street, and I swear it’s helped everyone bring in more business.
Nikki plunks a few screwdrivers and a claw hammer into the basket. One of the enchanting things about life here is that we want to see one another’s shops succeed. 
“She’ll need one of these, too.” Nikki pulls a rubber mallet out of her tanned leather tool belt and adds it to the pile. “Everyone goes straight for the metal hammers first, but there are times a lighter bang is more helpful.” 
I swallow back the laugh.
My fingers shake, straining beneath the growing weight of the additions. “Thanks. Is there any chance you can come check out the shop and help settle a debate for Story and me?”
“I’m not getting between the two of you. I know better.” Her voice is not soft. Anyone passing might think she’s yelling at me, but her constant state of loud is more likely from years of having to shout over her dad running machines at the shop and at home. She inspects the contents of the basket, and my gaze tracks across the street to the skate shop. I soften my shoulders and watch Oona move around inside.
Nikki clears her throat, snapping my attention back to her. She leans against the fresh trim to the entryway and tucks back a black coil of hair behind her ear. Her mouth pulls up into an amused smile. “Let me know if she needs anything else.”
Shifting the basket higher does nothing to untwist the knot growing in my chest.
“Thanks, Nikki.” I turn and mentally prepare to cross the street to the skate shop.
Where do I even start as a welcome back to town?
“Welcome home?” Too weird.
“I’m here to represent the town and say welcome. Despite not having known you were here until yesterday morning, we creepily built you this welcome basket”? Stupid. Creepy and stupid.
“My sister thought you might use some of these things…”? My heart pounds faster with each step. Blame Story? No. She’ll wonder where Story is. Maybe I should go back and get my sister.
Crap. I’ve jaywalked an entire twenty feet from the crosswalk. I catch my reflection in the glass of her shop as she’s on the couch, staring up. I should leave…pretend I’m heading back to my shop and this is for me. When I glance over my shoulder, I can feel the tiny eyes of the other shop owners on me. I ring the bell and gaze up so as not to be staring at her while she’s lying down.
“Wait!” Sam’s voice cuts up the street.
He’s rushing toward me like a quarterback with an object tucked under his arm. The door swings open, and every word in my head leaves. The wind brushes strands of hair that have fallen from her braids, and I’m the quiet kid hiding again. As my jaw lowers, I push the basket forward, and Sam runs straight into my side, knocking the wind from me for what I’m classifying as the third time in two days. Once by him. Twice by Oona.
“River?” she says.
Say my name again and again that way. I blink up at her, and Sam pushes his way through the door into the shop. I bend to pick up the few items that fell from the basket, and her arm brushes against mine, turning my knees to jelly.
“Come in.” She gestures over to the raspberry-toned couch. “Sorry the store looks a wreck. I’m still figuring out parts of the layout.”
I glide into the shop in a daze and sit next to Sam. I’m not sure which seat is hers, and sharing with him made sense in my head, despite there being two other cushions to choose from. I’m overthinking everything right now. 
The shop smells of grip tape and oil. With a mix of orange rinds and fresh-shaved wood. Oona takes a seat on the longboard from yesterday and shifts her hips back and forth, never quite settling, staring back at me.
There’s a wet, hot splash on my hand, and I grunt in pain. I swallow back to inspect the drink that is now in my hand, and while there’s no liquid on the floor, my pants have done a splendid job of absorbing the spill and are now warm against my leg.
“You forgot your drink again.” Sam raises both eyebrows at me, and I can’t tell if this is concern or if he is amused at my momentary lapse of awareness of my body. He takes the cup from me. “Love what you’ve been doing in here. I’ve been so curious. This place was empty for ages before you came along. I figured a local was going to snap it up for years. Lucky you. It’s quirky.”
Oona is a local.
“Yeah. This was part impulse, part childhood dream.” She winces as she pushes to stand. “I appreciate the company. I haven’t had much of a chance to get around town and meet people.”
She takes the drink from Sam. The wall behind her is a blank space minus the tacked-up poster of another skater. A knock on the window distracts me from staring. Goldie has her nose against the glass.
Oona walks to the door and opens it. Goldie grabs her sign and marches in a rectangle outside the shop.
“Care to come get warm and join us?” Oona asks.
Goldie shakes her head and hoists her sign higher. Oona nods and comes back in. When she sits down, Goldie leans her back against the window with her ear close to the glass.
“I’ve made one friend since I came back.” Oona sips her drink.
“Two.” Sam huffs playfully. “Goldie is a good person to have as a friend.”
“She hates my business and won’t stop picketing. Is this friendship here now?” Oona asks. “If so, I may need to picket the coffee shop.”
Sam shrugs. “I’m telling you. That’s the woman you want to be friends with. She’s eccentric, but people in this town listen to her.”
Oona points to the basket at my feet. “Are you looking for a donation for the basket? Is there a tricky tray or bingo night?”
I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. 
Sam rescues me. “No, love, those are for you. Think of them as a welcome gift from all of us.” He elbows me. “The basket was River and Story’s idea. They went shop to shop.”
“That’s so sweet of you.” She looks straight at me. I smile, and the room grows smaller. “If all goes well Tuesday night at the council meeting, I’ll get the font for my sign and the whole business plan approved. The restrictions on even getting the store sign approved are huge.”
Sam twists a piece of hair between his fingers. “Why wouldn’t they approve the store? Look at this place. We need more stores with fun appeal.” 
“There are some old ordinances on the books hindering their ruling in my favor,” Oona says. “One of which is an antiquated skate ban. The whole thing is strange. When I left on my first tour, there was no skate ban. I came home from a competition in Chicago, and there were signs up in the parking decks, parking lots, anywhere a metal sign of ‘you’re not wanted’ could be seen…I’m talking too much.” She picks at the gold nail polish on her short nails. “Sorry, I’m a little overwhelmed trying to get everything done. I appreciate you bringing the drink and the basket.”
I swallow. I squint at the poster on the wall. Before yesterday, when she said this was her shop, that’s who I thought the owner was. Aria. All the paperwork said the company name, Waterside Drop Down. I move my hand over my throat to settle a growing wooziness.
“Well, I think this shop is a great idea. Consider me an additional friend with minimal voting influence.” Sam straightens. “River, too. He has actual voting powers.”
River, too? A low ringing overtakes my left ear. I need to get out.
The front door opens a crack, and Goldie sticks her face past the doorway.
“Sam, I’m thirsty,” Goldie says.
“We’re coming.” Sam grabs my hand and walks us to the door. “The initial approvals can be hard, but I promise it’s worth it to have a business here.”
He lets go of my hand. I turn to talk, but I’m not sure how to open the dialogue of, “I may have to vote against your proposal at the meeting on Tuesday night because you want to open a skate shop in a town where skating is a crime. Yes, the rule is old and stupid, but I can’t even get a useless walk signal taken down.” Nor, “I can have normal and intelligent conversations. I’m not starstruck. I’m lost in my head when I’m near you.”
“Come back anytime you need to chat.” She twists the base of her braid between her fingers. “I’m here with not much to do.”
A lump grows in my throat, and I’m more than eager to stay here. I flex my hand
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