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CHAPTER 1



Devin Isle sprinted into the Northside High gym, her curly red mane flying behind her. Practice had started five minutes earlier, and she knew how Coach Steele felt about tardiness—along with tattoos, press-on nails, and the other no-no’s in the Junior Varsity Cheerleader Contract.


This was not a good way to begin the tryout season.


“Guys! Where’s Coach? Am I in trouble?” Devin called out to her friends Chloe Davis, Emily Arellano, and Kate MacDonald. The three girls were warming up on the mats along with the rest of their squad. Devin paused to catch her breath and dig through her duffel bag for a hair elastic.


“Twenty demerits!” Emily joked, her brown eyes sparkling. She grabbed her right elbow and stretched it over her head. “Actually, twenty-one, if you count the fact that your socks don’t match.”


“What?” Devin glanced at her feet in alarm. How had she managed to put on one plain sock and one Hello Kitty sock? It wouldn’t really cost her a demerit, but still. She was usually more organized than that.


“Don’t worry, Devin. Coach isn’t even here yet,” Kate reassured her. She tied a neat white ribbon around her light brown hair, frowned, and retied the bow. “I have an extra pair of ankle socks, if you want to borrow them,” she added.


“Thanks, Kate!”


“So where were you?” Chloe asked Devin. As always, Chloe looked like the quintessential cheerleader: sleek strawberry-blond ponytail with neat bangs, blue NHS CHEER T-shirt, and gold camp shorts. And, of course, matching cheer socks.


“My mom locked herself out of the house. So I had to run home really fast and let her in,” Devin explained.


“Oh. Booooring. I thought that maybe you were in a lip-lock with your BF and lost track of time,” Emily said, wiggling her eyebrows.


Kate gasped in shock. “Emily!”


Chloe giggled.


Devin blushed furiously. “Mateo is not my boyfriend. He’s just a good friend.”


“Well, I wish I had a ‘good friend’ like him,” Emily said, making quote marks with her fingers. “He’s hot!” Emily was single at the moment, which was a rare relationship status for her. She was the most boy-crazy girl Devin had ever met.


The shrill sound of a whistle pierced the gym. Devin, Emily, Kate, and Chloe automatically jumped to attention, along with the fourteen other JV cheerleaders.


Coach Steele strolled through the double doors. She wore her usual navy-blue warm-ups with a gold accent down the sleeves, and her silver whistle dangled around her neck on an NHS lanyard. “Gather around, my little Timberwolves!” she called out. “I have some announcements to make before we get started!”


Everyone rushed to form a wide semicircle in front of her and sat down cross-legged on the polished wooden floor. The coach sipped from a silver coffee thermos and did a slow scan around the gym. Her eyes seemed to linger on something or someone in the distance.


Devin turned. Just past the bleachers, Principal Cilento stood in the doorway with a man in a teal polo and neatly pressed khakis. Devin didn’t recognize him.


Coach Steele set her thermos aside and fixed her attention on the girls. Her expression softened into a proud smile. “First of all, happy Tuesday!” she said loudly. “As many of you already know, today marks the beginning of our new practice schedule. Basketball season is officially over. Nationals are behind us—and, may I add, you ladies rocked that competition. Fifth place! Not fifth in the city of Sunny Valley. Not fifth in the state of California. But fifth in the entire country!”


The squad broke out in wild applause. “Timber! Timber! Timber-wolves!” Chloe shouted, pumping her fist in the air. The other girls joined in.


Coach Steele nodded at the group of bright, shiny faces. Then she raised her hands, and everyone immediately fell silent.


“For the next five weeks, we will be practicing on Tuesdays and Thursdays only, and these practices will be required only for those of you who are trying out for next year,” she went on. “We will not be learning new routines or refining our old ones. We will focus solely on preparing for tryouts. I’ve just confirmed the dates with Principal Cilento. There will be two days of clinics on Monday, April seventh, and Tuesday, April eighth, right after school. At the clinics, you will be learning your tryout routine, among other things. Then tryouts will be on Wednesday, April ninth, also after school.”


Leila Savett flipped her long black hair over her shoulders. “But Coach, why do we have to try out? We’re already on the squad,” she complained.


“I totally agree with Leila,” Marcy Martinez piped up. Marcy’s nickname was “Savett’s Shadow” because she followed Leila everywhere and echoed whatever she said.


“Thank you for sharing your opinions with us, Savett and Martinez,” Coach Steele said drily. “But none of you is guaranteed a spot on next year’s JV squad just because you’re on it this year. Each and every one of you has to prove to me and to the judges at tryouts that you deserve to continue. Furthermore, some of you may be ready to move up to the Varsity team. The only way we can determine that is for you to show us what you’ve got on April ninth.”


Everyone began buzzing and whispering.


“And don’t forget—you won’t just be competing against each other,” Coach Steele went on. “There will be a whole slew of incoming freshmen from Jefferson and Los Gatos middle schools who will be trying out, too.”


“Eighth graders, ha!” Leila muttered, rolling her ice-blue eyes. “They don’t stand a chance against us.”


Devin frowned at Leila’s comment. Leila had been in eighth grade only a year ago—the same as Devin, Emily, Kate, and Chloe, and most of the other girls present. Who did she think she was, making fun of the younger kids?


Of course, Leila was Leila. Last fall, the girl had resorted to lies, rumors, and fake e-mails to try to make Devin and Chloe hate each other and step down from their roles as cocaptains of the JV squad. Fortunately, Devin and Chloe had seen through Leila’s ruse. They’d continued to lead the squad together—all the way to Regionals and Nationals, and, of course, at dozens of games, practices, and pep rallies.


It hadn’t been easy. But Devin and Chloe had done it. And now the two of them were not only cocaptains but also friends. Maybe not best friends, exactly, but friends nevertheless.


Devin raised her hand. “Coach Steele? Are there separate clinics and tryouts for JV and Varsity?” she asked.


A few of the other girls gave her a look like she was nuts. Devin squirmed, feeling a little awkward. She had never actually been through cheerleading clinics or tryouts. Six months ago, when Devin was a new student at Northside, Coach Steele had just put her on the JV squad without a tryout. Some of the cheerleaders had not been happy about that, including Chloe.


Coach Steele used to coach Sage, Devin’s older sister, back when both the Isle family and the coach had lived up in the Bay Area. Sage Isle had been a household name in the world of high school cheerleading; she’d led Spring Park High to Nationals and been featured in American Cheerleader magazine. Sage was now a sophomore and a cheerleader at UCLA.


When Devin and her mom, Linda, moved to Sunny Valley last summer, Coach Steele had personally recruited Devin to be on the Northside JV cheer squad, in part because she was Sage’s little sister, but also because of her advanced tumbling skills. Devin had agreed, mostly to make her mom happy.


At first, Devin had hated cheerleading. She’d never done a high V or a Herkie in her life; she was a gymnast, not a cheerleader. But slowly, gradually, she’d come around. And now, she couldn’t imagine not being a cheerleader.


“To answer your question, Devin—it’s just one process,” Coach Steele replied. “Everyone will be trying out together: the incoming freshmen, JV cheerleaders, Varsity cheerleaders, and anyone else who is interested in joining the squad. You will all be performing the same cheers and dances on April ninth. However, those of you who want to be considered for Varsity will have to kick it up a notch with your tumbling and stunts.”


“How?” a freshman named Jenn Hoffheimer asked.


“I’m glad you asked, Hoffheimer. For your standing tumbling requirement, a back handspring is a minimum for JV,” Coach Steele explained. “For Varsity, you should be prepared to throw a standing back tuck or a standing back handspring tuck. For your running tumbling, we like to see a round-off back handspring for JV and a round-off, back handspring, tuck for Varsity. Furthermore, if you tried out last year with a certain skill, we want to see you try out with a more difficult skill this year. If you’ve lost that original skill altogether, that will be a huge minus on your score sheet.”


She added, “As for stunts, you should aim for ones that will showcase your individual talents. For example, the Varsity squad had a ground-up liberty in their competition routine this year.”


Yikes! Devin thought. The ground-up liberty was a challenging stunt. It involved the two bases and the spotter lifting the top girl into a stag position with one foot on her knee.


“But don’t just focus on your tumbling and stunts,” the coach went on. “At tryouts, we want to see clean, crisp motions and strong jumps. We want to see big smiles. We want to see that you can work together as a team. We want to see that you’re able to engage the crowd.”


“Coach Steele? Will the clinics be the same as they were last year?” a sophomore named Phoebe Carter asked.


“Yes. On day one, the graduating Varsity cheerleaders will be teaching you a brand-new tryout cheer and dance. On day two, you will get a chance to fine-tune them, and also practice your tumbling and stunts,” Coach Steele replied. “By the way, you should be forming your stunt groups as soon as possible. And remember—you can be in more than one stunt group at tryouts. That can be a good way to demonstrate your range of talents. But you can only designate one stunt as your tryout stunt.”


“We are totally going to be a stunt group,” Emily whispered to Chloe, Kate, and Devin, who gave thumbs-up signs.


Coach Steele began pacing back and forth. “Finally, I want to say that tryouts are important—but in truth, this whole year has been a tryout. For the past six months and at cheer camp last summer, I’ve had a chance to watch your skills… your attitudes… how you interact with your squad mates… how you are at the games. This is your chance to build on that. From now until April ninth, you should work very, very hard to become even better. That means showing up here every Tuesday and Thursday. Also, please practice at home. Watch yourselves in a mirror. Make sure your motions are sharp. Work on those gorgeous smiles.”


She stopped and regarded the girls. “Now, get off your behinds and get moving! Let’s start with warm-ups, then line up for tumbling. On Thursday, we’ll do some stunting.”


The cheerleaders jumped to their feet and headed for the mats. Devin, Emily, Kate, and Chloe walked side by side. “I’m glad Coach explained all that,” Kate said to the others. “I’m definitely going to go for the JV squad again. Varsity sounds cool, but I don’t think I can learn to throw a tuck in five weeks. What about you guys?”


Devin took a sip from her water bottle. The Varsity tumbling requirements would not be a problem for her, but she didn’t want to say that and sound like a show-off. “I think I’ll go for Varsity when I’m a junior,” she said after a moment. “It’s a huge time commitment. I may want to do some other extracurricular stuff next year.”


“Me, three,” Emily said, smoothing her cheer shorts over her tanned legs. “We can all go for Varsity next spring!”


“Losers! I’m going for Varsity this spring,” Leila announced smugly as she passed them.


“Well, so am I!” Chloe said quickly. She stared defiantly at Leila.


Devin blinked. Did Chloe really want to go for Varsity? Or was she just saying that to annoy her number one frenemy?


“Don’t let Leila get to you, Chloe,” Kate said as Leila walked away.


Chloe smiled brightly. “I’m not! Honestly, I don’t care what Leila Savett does or doesn’t do.”


But as she stared after Leila, her smile disappeared.


What is Chloe up to? Devin wondered.















CHAPTER 2



“Okay, so the spring dance is on May third. Which means that we have two months to find a band or a DJ,” Emily announced to Chloe.


“We?” Chloe repeated.


It was Wednesday after school, and Emily had invited Chloe to come over to her house. Chloe had assumed that they would study for Mr. Liu’s quiz on marine ecosystems together and that the Arellanos would invite her to stay for dinner. Mr. Arellano always made meat loaf and mashed potatoes on Wednesday nights, which was one of Chloe’s favorite meals. Chloe’s own parents were working late; her dad’s law firm was in the middle of a big trial, and her mom had an important house closing at her real estate company.


But somehow Emily had turned from coral reefs and salt marshes to the spring dance.


They were in Emily’s room, which was decorated all in purples and yellows. Boy band posters covered the walls. Piles of fashion magazines and bottles of glittery nail polish cluttered her desk.


Emily cleared a swath on her bed, sending books, notebooks, and clothes cascading to the floor. She plucked one of the notebooks out of the mess. “Here it is!” The book was labeled SPRING DANCE COMMITTEE. “I’ve already written down some ideas. Like, what do you think about that band from Torrance Heights called Motion Sickness?”


Chloe perched on the edge of the bed and frowned skeptically at her friend. “Hey, Emily? You’re on the spring dance committee, not me. I’m way too busy to get involved in anything else right now. I have, like, three huge papers to write before spring break. I spend every Saturday at Hearts Heal.” Hearts Heal was a charity that assisted families in need. The JV squad had raised money for the group in the past, and Chloe had decided to do additional volunteer work there on her own. “And last but not least, there’s tryouts,” she added.


For a moment, Chloe thought about her spontaneous announcement that she was going to go for the Varsity squad. It meant that she would need to perfect a standing back tuck or a standing back handspring tuck in a little over a month—and a round-off, back handspring, tuck, too. Or better yet, upgrade to a round-off, back handspring, layout. Would she be able to nail these difficult moves in time?


Before yesterday, she hadn’t actually decided between JV and Varsity for next year. But when Leila had declared her intention to try out for Varsity, Chloe had just… reacted. Leila Savett always had that effect on her. It was weird, especially since Chloe and Leila used to be really good friends. They’d hung out at each other’s houses and carpooled to the mall. That was way back in elementary and middle school, before Chloe made the elite team at the Sunny Valley All-Stars gym and Leila didn’t. Leila hadn’t taken that well, and after that, their relationship had quickly deteriorated.


“I’m crazy-busy too,” Emily said sympathetically. “I told the rest of the spring dance committee members that I would deal with the entertainment, but that’s it. No making flyers and posters, no shopping for decorations, no baking cookies.” She added, “I thought it would be fun for you and me to look for bands and DJs together. You have such awesome taste in music.”


“I do?”


“You do! Remember when you made that playlist for Will Resnick in sixth grade? It was epic!”


Chloe hugged her knees to her chest and laughed. Leave it to Emily to bring up something from a zillion years ago. The two girls, along with Kate, had been best friends since forever.


“Yeah, but Will Resnick didn’t think my playlist was so epic. He asked Ashley Cummings to be his girlfriend instead of me,” Chloe reminded Emily.


“Minor detail. The point is, you and I should totally do this. A subcommittee of two. Super-exclusive. Let’s take a vote. All in favor?” Emily raised her hand. She reached over and lifted Chloe’s hand for her. “It’s unanimous! Now, let’s get started.…”


Chloe sighed. Emily was impossible—and impossible to say no to. “Okay, fiiiine! What do we have to do?”


Emily sat up with a happy grin. “I’m glad you asked! So first, we need to make a list of bands and DJs that we want to consider. Then we’ll contact them and ask them for their demos.”


“I’m guessing we won’t be contacting Hashtag, then, right?” Chloe asked curiously.


Emily’s grin vanished, and she scrunched up her nose. Hashtag was a band consisting of three Northside juniors: Travis Hollister, Alex Guzmann, and Kyle Klein. Emily used to be their on-again, off-again female vocalist. And just recently, a record company called Rampage had shown interest in signing up Hashtag for their label.


Emily had almost given up cheerleading for the chance to become a professional singer. She’d also been Travis’s sort-of girlfriend for a while. But eventually she’d decided to stick with the JV squad. On the same day she’d told Travis the news, he’d broken up with her.


“Grrrr. No, Hashtag is not on the list,” Emily said irritably.


“I’m sorry I brought it up,” Chloe apologized.


“It’s okay. Hashtag is history. Let’s move on.” Emily flipped through the pages of her notebook. “So I really like Motion Sickness a lot. And this girl band called Psycho Bunnies. Oh, and what do you think about that DJ we had for the Valentine’s Day dance? You know, Eddie’s friend Mad Dog?” Eddie was one of Emily’s older brothers.


“Yeah, he was pretty good. Isn’t Luisa Kessler’s uncle a DJ, too?”


“No, it’s Luisa’s cousin, but I heard he’s crazy-expensive.…”


Chloe and Emily continued to chat about possible candidates, as the yummy smell of meat loaf and mashed potatoes wafted up from the kitchen. Outside the window, the twilight sky turned purple and pink. A big family minivan pulled into the driveway; it was probably Mrs. Arellano, home from her job as a preschool teacher.


At five thirty, someone knocked on Emily’s door. Her other brother Chris poked his head in. He was a senior, a Varsity football and basketball player, and one of the most popular guys at Northside.


“Dinner in ten,” he announced. “Oh, hey, Chlo! You’re eating with us, right? Did you get a haircut? Looks cute.” With that, he disappeared down the hall.


Chloe felt her cheeks flush. Chris had never given her a compliment—ever. She had known him for years, from the time she was an awkward wannabe cheerleader with pink-tinted braces. In her eyes, Chris Arellano had always been Emily’s big brother and nothing more.


“What haircut?” Emily asked, confused. “Did you go to Stylistics and not tell me? What kind of friend are you?”


“I didn’t get a haircut. I started using this new mango conditioner, though. It’s supposed to add shine and body. Maybe my hair looks different?” Chloe reached up and fluffed her bangs. “So what’s going on with Chris? Does he have a girlfriend these days? Or is he single?” she asked casually.


Emily stared at Chloe. “No!”


“No, he doesn’t have a girlfriend? Or no, he’s not single?”


“No, you are not going to date my brother,” Emily said firmly. “First of all—eww! Second of all, I thought you liked that boy from Sunny Valley Performing Arts. Gemma Moore’s brother. Daniel, right?”


“Daniel and I decided we were better as just friends,” Chloe replied. “And I’m not going to date Chris! He’s a senior! I was curious, that’s all.”


“I don’t believe you. You have that look in your eyes.”


“What look in my eyes?”


“The same look you had in eighth grade when you said you didn’t like Greg Marina, and you totally did, and see how that turned out?”


“He picked Leila over me. Thanks for the reminder. Now, let’s get back to the spring dance. Why don’t I research local bands and DJs online?”


As Chloe pulled her new iPad out of her backpack, she thought about Chris Arellano’s chocolate-brown eyes. And dimples. And lean, athletic build.


Why had she never noticed him before?


[image: image]


“Thank you, Mrs. Arellano!” Chloe said, waving.


Chloe crossed her front yard as Emily and her mother drove away. It was a warm evening, and palm fronds swayed gently in the balmy breeze. The Davises lived in one of the nicest neighborhoods in Sunny Valley. Large mansions lined their street, landscaped with bright tropical flowers, garden fountains, infinity pools, and koi ponds.


Chloe had almost reached the front door when she heard someone calling her name. She turned and saw her neighbor Jasmyn Gibbs running up to her. Behind Jasmyn was a girl Chloe didn’t recognize. They were both dressed in Jefferson Middle School T-shirts and denim short shorts.


“Chloe! Hi!” Jasmyn chirped. “This is my friend Beatrice!”


Beatrice waved and smiled shyly. She had short brown hair and lots of freckles.


“Hey, Jasmyn! Nice to meet you, Beatrice,” Chloe said.


Jasmyn twirled one of her mini-braids around and around her index finger. “Guess what? We’re going to try out for the Northside cheer club!” she announced.


“That’s awesome!” Chloe said with a nod. She didn’t add that it was called a cheer squad, not club. “It’s so much fun being a cheerleader!”


“The thing is… we were wondering… maybe… could you help us practice?” Jasmyn asked.


Beatrice nodded, her brown eyes wide.


“Like a couple of times a week, after school? Or on weekends? We’ll even pay you out of our babysitting money!” Jasmyn went on.


Beatrice continued nodding.


“Oh!” Chloe hesitated. “I wish I could! The thing is, I’ve got a lot going on right now. But I could let you borrow some of Jake and Clem’s old training videos, if you’d like?” Chloe’s older twin siblings, college seniors, were legendary members of the Northside Varsity squad.


Jasmyn and Beatrice’s faces fell.


“Sure. That’s okay. We just thought we’d ask! See you around, Chloe. Go, Timberwolves!” Jasmyn jumped up in the air and attempted a double toe touch. Beatrice did the same.


They failed miserably—and landed in a heap on the Davises’ lawn.


Chloe rushed to help them to their feet. “Are you guys all right?” she asked worriedly.


“We’re fine!” Jasmyn said, looking embarrassed. “Timber, Timber, Timber—”


“—wolves!” Beatrice squeaked.


As the two girls walked back to Jasmyn’s house, Chloe felt a twinge of guilt. Cheerleading had taught her the importance of helping others. Was she being selfish by not helping Jasmyn and Beatrice?
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