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“Whoa! Check out Buzz!” Zack Landry shouted out, pointing up toward the top of the rickety, wooden, homemade skateboard ramp. At just that moment, Buzz McGrath lifted off from the highest point and flew through the air without touching the ramp. While still in midair, he reached back with his left hand and grabbed the board behind him.

“That was a wicked awesome melloncollie!” Zack said excitedly. “The guy never slips up.”

“He’s the king,” George DiPalma agreed. “He can do anything on that board. I’ve been working on melloncollies for days and I still slam every time I land.” He rubbed the back of his leg, which was sore after one particularly nasty spill.

“There’s no one like Buzz,” Gina Olsen sighed longingly. She looked over at the pretty, green-eyed girl who was sitting crosslegged on the grass beside her. “He’s so hot. Don’tcha think so, Angie?”

Angie Simms shrugged. She didn’t think about Buzz much one way or another. Damn, it’s cold. She zipped the front of her black hoodie and frowned. Angie hated November. It meant winter would be here soon. What a drag. Life in Torren was bad enough without being cooped up inside because of snow. All you needed was one good ice storm, and it would be days before the skaters could use their ramp again. That would leave her with no option but to go home after school on the days she didn’t work at the skateboard store. Talk about unbearable.

“It was an okay move,” Angie said finally, focusing her gaze on a dead brown leaf that had just fluttered to the ground. “Buzz’s done tougher jumps. And he didn’t land as smoothly as he usually does.”

Buzz strutted over just in time to hear that last bit. His pale gray eyes looked straight into Angie’s deep green ones, daring her with the intensity of his stare. “I suppose you could do better, Van Gogh?”

Angie frowned. It stunk the way he always made fun of her art. Still, Angie understood why others felt a need to poke fun at her ability to paint and draw. They were jealous—even a little afraid—of the part of her that wasn’t at all like them.

To an outsider, Angie wouldn’t have appeared any different from anyone else in this group of skateboarding teens. She had straight black hair, which would have been so “Angelina Jolie at the Oscars” had she not dyed the ends bright red. From time to time she would swing her hair back over her shoulders, revealing the six small silver hoops that ran up the edge of each of her ears. And of course there was the jet-black eyeliner that encircled her green eyes, making them seem huge and menacing. No doubt about it, Angie was a skater chick. Maybe the toughest, coolest chick at the ramp. Definitely not someone to be messed with, but a skater chick just the same.

But any outsider who thought that would be wrong. Angie was more than that. A lot more. She wasn’t going to wind up the way the rest of the skaters would—disgruntled mill-workers in a small Pennsylvania town, just like their parents. Oh sure, for a few years they’d have their skateboarding to give them a distraction from their dull factory jobs. But eventually they’d get too old to make the really tough jumps, and skateboarding would fade away too.

Luckily for her, she had something other than skateboarding to take her mind off the endless monotony that was teenage life in Torren. Her artistic gift was her passion. Her saving grace. My ticket out of Torren.

Someday Angie would be a real artist. But not here in Torren, where the locals’ idea of art was those old-fashioned Norman Rockwell magazine covers, or paintings of fruit in bowls. No, Angie was determined to be a painter in a big city, where her style of funky, airbrushed graffiti would be appreciated for the amazing gift it was, not treated as a joke by the likes of Buzz McGrath.

“Hey Angie, I’m talkin’ to ya!” Buzz barked right in her face. “Do you think you can beat that jump?”

Angie frowned again. She really wanted to pick up her board and storm off, just to let Buzz know he couldn’t goof on her art. But he’d given her a direct dare. And there was no way Angie was going to let Buzz McGrath think he’d gotten the better of her.

She stood slowly, stretching her long, muscular legs. Then she flipped her hair behind her, grabbed her custom board, and made her way toward the top of the ramp.

The others watched with genuine approval as Angie flew off the ramp into a perfect ollie. She moved her feet quickly, turning the board beneath her without ever switching her body position. She was totally stoked as she soared through the air. This had to be as close to flying as anything, and Angie loved the feeling.

But even birds have to come down to earth sometime. As the wheels of her board touched down, Angie pumped her fist in the air. All right! A perfect popshoveit.

She used her foot to flip up the back of her board, then triumphantly carried it over to where Buzz and the others were sitting. “That’s how it’s done,” she said, shooting Buzz a half smile.

“Not bad,” Buzz admitted. “But you’ve been doing the popshoveit forever. It’s time you tried something new. I’ve got the McTwist down now. I’d be glad to give you a little tutoring so you can get the moves just right.”

Zack poked George in the side. “I’ll bet he could show her a few moves,” he joked.

LeeAnn Macke, Zack’s girl, shot him a look. “Get your mind out of the gutter, wouldya, you perv?”

Zack laughed and grabbed her around the waist. “Come on, you know you love it when I talk dirty,” he teased, playfully biting her multi-pierced earlobe.

Angie checked the time on a black plastic watch that was barely visible beneath the maze of red and black rubber bracelets encircling her wrist. “Not tonight. I’ve got to get home,” she told Buzz matter-of-factly, pointedly ignoring Zack’s comment. “Tomorrow’s a school day. And this is senior year. I need decent grades.”

Buzz snickered. “For what?”

“Uh, college?” Angie said sarcastically. “I’m going to need at least a partial scholarship if I’m gonna go. And they don’t give those to people with lousy grades. I’ve got a history exam tomorrow, and somehow I don’t think the name of the creator of the McTwist is gonna be one of the questions.”

“That would be Mike McGill,” George noted, giving the name of a famous skateboard champ.

“Gee, you know that and yet you can’t get more than a D in history?” Angie sighed. “What are those teachers thinking?”

“Mike McGill’s more important to me than those stupid European kings Mr. Feldman’s always making us memorize. What’s that about, anyway? We don’t even live in Europe.”

“There’s more to the world than Torren, Pennsylvania,” Angie reminded him.

“Yeah, but we’re never gonna see it,” Zack moaned. “My old man was born in this place, and he’s never been anywhere else—not even Pittsburgh, and that’s just a couple of hours away.”

“Doesn’t mean we won’t get out of here,” Angie suggested.

“Yeah, right,” Buzz interrupted. “Now let me get this straight. You’re going to be a famous artist, right? Was that in Paris or Rome? No, I think it was New York? L.A.? Chicago?” The others laughed at Buzz’s rich-person imitation.

Angie didn’t join in with the giggling. Instead, she rolled her eyes. “Go ahead, make fun. But I’m not winding up working in the Morgan Mills making towels like my parents.”

“Sure you will,” George insisted. “Everyone in Torren works there. Making towels is our entire future. After all, this is the Terry Cloth Capitol of the World.” He laughed gruffly at the town’s official nickname. “Pathetic.”

“Not everyone. Not me,” Angle insisted.

“No, you won’t wind up at the mill,” Buzz agreed.

She looked at him, surprised at the sudden show of support.

“You’ll be trekking around the country following me,” Buzz continued with an air of superiority.

“Excuse me?” Angie asked. She was annoyed with herself for thinking for even a moment that Buzz would be on her side. Buzz never supported anyone but himself.

“Sure. While I’m winning competitions, you’ll be sitting in the stands cheering me on. We’ll travel the world together. If you’re lucky, I’ll even let you carry my board on the plane.” He held his skateboard out to her playfully. She pushed it away.

“Yeah, but she’ll only do that until the baby Buzzes start popping out,” Zack joked. “Then it’s back to Torren for you, Angie baby. Settle down, raise a family.”

Angie sighed. These kids had been her friends for years, and they still didn’t know a thing about her. If they did, they’d understand that she wasn’t meant to be sitting in someone else’s cheering section. And she certainly wasn’t going to be the mother of Buzz McGrath’s babies. Much as he probably would’ve wanted it that way.

Buzz had been hot for Angie for forever, although she’d never even so much as kissed him—except for that time in eighth grade when they’d all played spin the bottle in Gina’s basement. Since then, he’d been making plays for Angie almost daily. She’d blown him off just as often, but the guy just couldn’t get the message.

Not that Buzz had been wasting all his time waiting around for her. Angie was well aware that Buzz McGrath had dated—and probably slept with—at least half the girls in Torren. The poor half. The rich girls wouldn’t have anything to do with the skaters, or “millbrats,” as they called them with disdain. The rich girls had their sights set on the sons of the bankers, lawyers, doctors, and mill owners in town. Cash on cash.

In Angie’s eyes the rich kids were going to wind up being just as big losers as the millbrats. After all, they’d be stuck in Torren too. Their prisons would be bigger and fancier than the standard track housing the skater kids’ families lived in. But they’d be prisons just the same.

“Hey, some of those tournaments have humongous prizes,” George reminded her. “Buzz is gonna be rich. I wouldn’t turn down his offer so quickly. Think about it. All that cash, and all you have to do is sit there and cheer him on.”

“Yeah, I always thought you were the cheerleader type,” Buzz teased.

They all laughed at that—even Angie. She couldn’t help herself. The thought of herself—with her overdyed hair, thick black eyeliner, and total screw-you attitude—as a cheerleader was hilarious. She never even wore dresses. There was no way she’d ever get near one of those ridiculous cheerleading skirts.

“Pop that wheel, take that ramp,” Zack began to leap around, waving imaginary pompoms wildly like some sort of spastic pep squad leader.

“That’s real pretty, Zack,” Angie joked as she lifted her bookbag onto her shoulders. “I think the pom-pom girls are having tryouts next week. You should sign up.”

“Ooh.” Zack smiled lasciviously. “Let me see your pom-poms, girls.”

“Forget about it,” LeeAnn told him, wrapping a possessive arm around his waist.

“See ya later,” Angie said with a laugh as she slipped one foot on top of her skateboard and started rolling toward home.

“Hey Ange,” Buzz shouted as he hurried to catch up with her. “You comin’ to the ramp tomorrow?”

Angie turned and shook her head. “Nah. I gotta work.”

“What time?”

“I’m going to the shop right after school.”

Buzz studied his board for a minute. “I got a little nick in the wood on that last landing,” he admitted. “You think you could fix it?”

Angie nodded. Buzz’s board had taken a real beating lately, as he’d increased the difficulty of his jumps. He probably could use a whole new deck, but there was no way he could afford it. None of the skaters ever had much cash. Most of them were too busy working on their tricks and jumps to hold down a job for very long.

But in Angie’s mind, someone like Buzz, who lived by the board, deserved to have a really awesome design on his deck. She’d fix the chipped wood during her break or something. Besides, Cody, the owner of the Sk8 4Ever skateboard shop where Angie worked part time, usually didn’t mind when she helped out kids like Buzz. Cody never tried to make money off the skater kids. He made his living selling fancy custom boards and outfits to wealthy kids who saw skateboarding as a hobby, not a way of life.

“No prob,” she agreed. “Just bring your board by the shop tomorrow. I’ll smooth down the deck and paint something real sweet over that nick in the wood.”

Buzz grinned gratefully. “You’re the best, Ange. Really.”

“I know it,” Angie teased him as she headed down the street. “It’s you guys that keep forgetting.”

“I never forget,” Buzz murmured under his breath as she disappeared from view.
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“Where’ve you been?” Angie’s father barked at her as soon as she walked in the door.

“Out with my friends,” Angie murmured as she threw her bookbag onto the couch and carefully placed her skateboard on the floor of the front closet. She turned toward the kitchen.

“If you’re looking for a hot dinner, forget it. We already ate,” Mr. Simms informed his daughter. “I told your mother not to hold it for you. If you’re not here by six o’clock, that’s it. Six o’clock’s dinnertime.” He leaned back in his chair, picked up the remote, and clicked on the TV. His eyes glazed over slightly as an old seventies sitcom played on the screen.

Angie wasn’t the least bit upset by her father’s tone. This was not the first time they’d had this conversation—if you could call her father shouting at her a conversation. Charlie Simms was a creature of habit. Up at five thirty, to work at the mill by seven, home at five forty-five, dinner at six. It had been that way every day of Angie’s life. Nothing was going to change him now.

“It’s okay, I’m just going to grab a sandwich and go up to my room to study.” She sniffed curiously at the air. A sweet scent of lavender and spices wafted through the room. “Mmm. What’s that smell?”

“Your aunt Dorothy,” Angie’s dad harumphed, never taking his eyes from the set. “She’s got another of those loony woo-woo types up there.” He glanced up at the ceiling, indicating the apartment above the Simms family’s garage where Angie’s aunt lived.

“Oh hello, dear.” Sally Simms, Angie’s mom, walked into the living room and handed her husband his after-dinner can of beer. “How was school?”

“Same stuff, different day.” Angie shrugged. “I’ve got a test tomorrow.”

“You’ll do well,” Sally Simms assured her daughter. “You always do.”

“I don’t know, it’s pretty tough this time. You have to know about all the kings of France.”

“Why don’t you ask your aunt Dorothy to look into her crystal ball and predict what the questions will be?” Angie’s dad chuckled as he popped the top of his beer can. “It’ll save you time studying if you already know what the future holds.”

Angie shook her head. “In the first place, Aunt Dodo doesn’t use her crystal ball. That’s just for show. And in the second place, you know she would never use her paranormal abilities to help me on a test. That’s cheating.”

Angie had always called her Aunt Dorothy “Dodo.” When she was little, it was because she couldn’t say Dorothy. The name had stuck, a sign of affection between the girl and her aunt.

“You’re better off not paying any attention to her phony predictions anyway,” Charlie retorted. “It’s all a bunch of mumbo-jumbo. I can’t believe those rich widows she cons out of cash actually believe what she tells them.”

“Aunt Dodo’s not a phony. She’s helped a lot of people,” Angie argued, defending her favorite aunt. Angie hated when her father put down Dodo’s psychic skills. The man had absolutely no belief in any kind of psychic phenomenon. He simply couldn’t comprehend anything that didn’t have a logical explanation. And, of course, there was no logical reason why Aunt Dodo could read the future. She just could. It was a talent, like Angie’s art. And it was very real. She’d proven it time and time again.

In fact, it was well known in Angie’s mother’s family that if Sally had heeded her sister’s warning, she would never have married Charlie Simms. Dodo had told her sister that marrying Charlie would doom her to an unhappy life. It was all in the tarot cards. Dodo had urged Sally to go away to nursing school and escape the typical mill-town fate.

But Sally had ignored her sister’s predictions and advice. Instead she’d gone ahead and married her high school sweetheart. Unfortunately, just as Dodo had predicted, Sally had spent her whole life in Torren, putting up with Charlie’s tirades and suffering from his lack of affection and respect. Angie knew there was a part of her mother that always regretted not taking Dodo’s predictions more seriously. Angie’s dad knew it too—even if he would never admit it.

Rather than argue with the brick wall that was her father, Angie turned her attention toward her mother. “Aunt Dodo’s got a customer tonight?”

Sally Simms nodded. “Mmm-hmm. Some rich woman from Eastport, I think. But the session must be almost over. She’s been burning incense for about an hour already. According to Dorothy, it enhances your aura and makes it easier to read.”

“Oooh, she’s reading auras again? Cool. I thought she was just doing tarot cards these days.”

“No, I’m pretty sure this is a full reading,” Angie’s mother replied.

“Will you two shut up?” Charlie demanded, raising the volume on the TV “I’m watching something here.”

Sally Simms slumped slightly and walked toward the kitchen. Angie trudged behind her, taking the time to shoot her father a critical glare.

“So how much more studying do you have to do for the test?” Sally asked as she busied herself making a cold meatloaf sandwich for Angie.

“I just want to read that part about the palace at Versailles one more time.”

“Oh, you should talk to Dorothy about that,” Sally suggested. “I think she sent me a postcard with that palace on it once. It was beautiful. Like something from a fairy tale.”

Angie studied her mother as she prepared a tray. Sally Simms had clearly once been a beautiful woman—you could see it in her high cheekbones and long, thin frame. But life in Torren had certainly taken its toll on her. There were frown lines around her lips and eyes, and she walked with a slight hunch in her shoulders, as if life were just a little too heavy for her to carry around all day.

It was hard for Angie to believe that her mother was even related to Aunt Dodo. angie’s mom played it safe, while Aunt Dodo was a risk-taker who was always searching for the next great adventure. While Sally had been busy working in the mill, her sister Dorothy was backpacking around Europe, earning her keep by reading tarot cards and telling fortunes at festivals at England’s Stonehenge or on the streets outside the Prado in Madrid. Dodo was full of stories of exciting men she’d met on trains or in coffeehouses in Paris and Amsterdam. She was a true free spirit, as light and ethereal as Sally was heavy and world-weary.

Which made it all the more curious that she’d returned to Torren. Now that was something Angie just couldn’t understand. From the time she could walk, Angie had always heard about her aunt Dodo. For years, Aunt Dodo had been a mythical character she’d never met, a relative who sent her cards, letters, and gifts from far-off lands. And then, suddenly, right around Angie’s thirteenth birthday, Dodo had appeared, bags in hand, with no explanation. She simply moved into the apartment above the garage and stayed. That had been five years ago, and still Angie was left to wonder why someone like Dodo would decide to return to a place like this.

Angie had tried to ask Aunt Dodo about it once, but she hadn’t quite understood her aunt’s response.

“I have some unfinished business here,” Dodo had replied mysteriously. “And besides, I got tired of running away from what I really wanted.”

Was it possible Dodo really wanted to be in Torren?

She certainly seemed happy being home. She never had anything less than a beatific smile on her face as she sashayed through the town in her flowing Indian skirts and peasant blouses. No doubt about it, Dodo stood out from the crowd of the usual millrat Torren adults, in their Walmart-issue jeans and polyester shirts. Angie was pretty sure Dodo loved the fact that she looked so different. The way she dressed and acted gave her an air of mystery. It also kept the ordinary people at arm’s distance, which was a good thing, since Dodo had no patience for people who were simply ordinary. That was a feeling she and her skateboarding niece shared.

Angie fingered the collection of bracelets on her arm. “Mom, have you and Dad filled out those papers for the Philadelphia Art Institute yet?” she asked, gingerly broaching the subject.

Sally Simms sighed and busied herself cleaning the already sparkling sink. “Not yet, Angie.”

“But Mom, you have to. If I want to apply for financial aid, they need all the information.”

“Well, can’t we wait to see if you’re accepted before we go to the next step?” Sally asked.

“They want all the paperwork at one time,” Angie reminded her mother. “I told you that.”

“It’s just that your father and I … well … Philadelphia’s a long way from here, Angie.”

“Five hours by train,” Angie said. “Not so far.”

“But you’ve never been away from home before. Are you sure you really want to do this? Strange things happen in cities. Can’t you work on your painting here?”

Angie could feel rage coming over her. She took a deep breath, trying hard not to scream. “Why would I want to do that?”

Her mother sighed heavily. “Think about it, Angie. You have a good job at that skateboard store. Why would you want to give that up to go off and try to be an artist? There’s no security in painting or drawing. You’re about to graduate from high school. You have to start thinking like a grown-up. And grown-ups have responsibilities.”

Angie could feel the angry tears stinging her eyes. How dense could her parents be? Of course she needed to go to school. She needed to be in a place where her talent would be appreciated. Nurtured. Someplace where she could grow, change, and take risks. Angie couldn’t keep the furor bottled up inside her a moment longer.

“Security?!” she shouted fiercely. “Is that all there is? What does security get you? A job on the loading dock somewhere? Or maybe on the assembly line? And how secure is that? Haven’t you heard about the steel mill in Borlingtown? It’s been closed for a year now. All those people on welfare thought they had security too.”

“Hey, keep it down in there,” Angie’s father barked out from the other room. “I’m watchin’ somethin’.”

“I thought you liked working at Sk8 4Ever,” Sally said helplessly, keeping her voice at a near-whisper. She was obviously shocked by the vehemence in her daughter’s tone. “You use your art there, painting skateboards.”

Angie couldn’t really argue that point. As part-time jobs went, hers was a good gig. She spent most of her time at Sk8 4Ever painting her own original designs onto custom-made skateboard decks. But a job like that would only take her so far. Angle’s dreams went past the limits of a small piece of wood.

“It’s fine, for now,” she admitted. “But Mom, I have to get out of here. I’m suffocating in this town!”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Why?” Angie demanded. “Does it seem so bizarre that I don’t wanna wind up in a dead-end town with a dead-end job and some dead-beat husband? Is it ridiculous that I don’t want to turn into you?”

She regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. Her mother looked as though she’d been punched in the gut. Her eyes were wide, her mouth was open, and she seemed unable to speak. A wave of guilt washed over Angie. She hadn’t meant to hurt her mother. “Mom, I’m sorry. I didn’t …”

“Bonsoir all!” Suddenly Dodo’s voice rang out, breaking the pained tension in the room. Sally and Angie looked up at the same time. The expression on their faces was almost identical, filled with overwhelming gratitude that the conversation had been ended by Dodo’s arrival.

Angie always loved the sound of her aunt’s voice. She sounded so different from everyone else in Torren. Dodo’s was a more sophisticated accent, mostly picked up from her years in Europe. It was a mix of British and French, with just a slight touch of lurred l’s, a remnant of her Pennsylvania childhood.

Dodo studied Angie’s face carefully. “Ah, so you’re worried about those college forms again,” she suggested.

“You can tell that just by looking at me?” Angie asked her, surprised. “You’re amazing, Aunt Dodo.”

Her aunt laughed heartily. “Thanks for the compliment darling, but there’s nothing psychic about it. I heard you both arguing. Mon Dieu, I think half the people in this county heard you two.” She turned to her sister. “What’s the big deal? Just fill in the forms.”

“I don’t see why she needs to go so far away,” Sally explained to her sister.

“Oh, I understand it,” Dodo replied quietly.

“I knew you would,” Angie murmured, hugging her aunt tightly. Dodo wrapped her arms around her long, lean niece and held her tight. She looked over Angie’s shoulder and tried to make her sister understand.

“She’s going to go one way or another,” Dodo told her firmly. “You know that. You and I … we’ve been this route before. Remember?”

Angie turned around and looked anxiously at her mother. Sally studied the emotion in her daughter’s pleading, dark-rimmed eyes. There was a fierce determination there that Angie’s mother hadn’t seen in years—not since Dorothy had pleaded with their parents to let her go to Boston to participate in a huge study on paranormal activities. Of course Angie’s grandparents had said no. The next thing any of them knew, Dorothy was gone—off to Europe for almost twenty years. By the time she’d returned, the girls’ parents were both dead and buried. They’d taken the rift between them to their grave, but Dorothy had never regretted being away. She’d never gotten over being angry at them. She probably never would.

That wasn’t the way Angie’s mother wanted Angie to feel about her. “All right, I’ll talk to your dad,” she agreed finally, sighing deeply and looking at her sister and her daughter. “I can’t fight you both. But Angie, you know I can’t guarantee he’ll send information about our finances to some strangers all the way in Philadelphia. He’s kind of private about things like that. The only thing I can promise is that I’ll try and get him to do it.”

Angie broke away from her aunt and reached out to hug her mother tightly. “Thank you, Mom,” she said, holding her tight.

“Well, I’d love to stay and witness more of this touching scene, but I only came down here to see if I can borrow your car,” Dodo said, knowing instinctively that it was time to lighten the mood in the kitchen. “Mine’s in the shop again.”

“Charlie told you not buy a Japanese car,” Sally reminded her sister, seeming happy that for once her husband had been right. “‘Buy American,’ he told you.”

Dodo laughed. “I should listen to Charlie more often,” she replied with more than a touch of sarcasm in her voice. “Anyway, can I borrow the car? I need to drive to that big mall over in Harley to pick up some more incense and a new pack of tarot cards. Mine are completely frayed around the edges. Not that I’m complaining. Business has been good these days. People are all worried about whether or not they’re gonna lose their jobs. I just wish I didn’t have to tell them that their fears are valid.”

Angie nodded with understanding. Like any real talent, Dodo’s psychic abilities came with responsibility. She couldn’t lie to her customers. She could only try and soften the blow of what lay ahead for them.

“I guess you can take the car. Charlie and I aren’t going anywhere tonight,” Sally said in a melancholy tone. She walked over to the key rack that hung by the back door and removed the car keys. “It’s all yours.”

“You want to come with me?” Dodo asked her sister.

Sally shook her head. “Charlie hates when I’m not around for family time.”

Angie glanced toward the living room, knowing full well that her father probably wouldn’t notice whether or not her mother was home—unless of course he wanted her to fetch him another beer. But she volunteered nothing. She’d said far too much already.

“Thanks Sally,” Dodo replied, her voice once again all light and ethereal. “You’re the best.”

As her aunt turned to leave, Angie silently mouthed an earnest “Thank you.”

Dodo gave her a conspiratorial wink, then breezed out the door, her cherry-red and white gauze skirt flowing behind her.

Angie and her mother were left alone in the kitchen once more. They each made a point of avoiding the other’s eyes as Sally finished making a sandwich for Angie to take to her room. The argument was over, but the venomous words Angie had spewed were still hanging between them. They’d caused a huge rift in their relationship. It was like the small crack in the blue-and-white flowered plate her mother handed her. The crack hadn’t completely broken the plate, but it had left a split that would never be mended.
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The bells that hung over the threshold of Sk8 4Ever jingled as Angie entered the shop after school the following afternoon. Cody was busy showing some sample decks to a well-dressed mother and her preteen daughter. He looked up for a second and smiled at Angie. Then he went back to demonstrating the importance of buying a maplewood deck as opposed to some of the less expensive premade wood and plexiglass boards that could be purchased in general sporting goods shops.

“It’s the strongest wood we have,” Cody explained in his strange accent, which was a cross between laid-back Californian and the western Pennsylvania twang the folks in Torren had. “It’s rock hard. Seven-ply thick.”

The woman looked at him doubtfully. “But it’s so much more expensive than the ones we saw at the department store. We’ve shopped around quite a bit, you know,” she added, letting Cody know that he wasn’t dealing with an uneducated customer.

Cody sighed. He’d heard this one before. Ever since big sporting goods companies had entered the skateboarding world, they’d been causing small skateshops like his trouble. The corporations could afford to sell their boards cheaper, mostly because they were mass-produced overseas. But their boards had no character. As far as Cody was concerned, those companies like Nike should’ve stuck to making sneakers and basketballs.

“Our boards are built to last,” Cody told the woman, using his well-rehearsed speech. “They’re all handmade, and we use only the best materials. I guarantee everything I do here. You can’t say that about those other boards. You wouldn’t want the wheels to pop off while she’s in the middle of a shoveit or anything, would you?”

The mother opened her eyes wide. “Excuse me?” she asked, insulted.

Angie laughed to herself. She knew what Cody was doing. It was part of a routine he’d devised to grab the attention of a customer who was losing interest. The woman’s eyes may have been glazing over as Cody discussed the finer points of maple decks, but his saying “shoveit” immediately brought her back to attention.
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