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LET YOUR SCHOOL SPIRIT SHINE!


Winter Varsity Cheerleading


Call-Out Meeting


Wednesday


3:15


Cafeteria


Go Panthers!!!!!










It is a truth universally acknowledged that a high school boy in possession of great athletic ability must be in want of…


A bowl of oatmeal.


At least on a cold November morning in Minnesota. And maybe a carton of orange juice on the side, but definitely not a girlfriend. Jack Paulson, mega basketball star and crush extraordinaire, did not date. Just ask any girl in the Prairie Stone High School junior class. The cheerleaders, the preps, the drama queens, the band crew, the art nerds, the skater chicks, the stoners, the loners, the freaks, the cool and the not-so-cool, all of them had tried.




Including me.


I was hoping to try again that day, if only my best friend, Moni, would show up already. Ever since her parents divorced and her dad moved to Minneapolis, it was like he took Moni’s punctuality with him. She’d been totally unreliable. So I wondered, could I pull it off? Could a lone geek girl linger by the cafeteria door in a casual manner? Not likely. You see, every school has a danger zone. At Prairie Stone, ours occupied the space in the lobby that was an equal distance between the cafeteria, the gym, and the girls’ bathroom. It was the spot where all the popular kids hung out. A place the rest of us tried to avoid. Moni and I called it the gauntlet.


We discovered that term last year, in word origins class. In case you’re wondering, gauntlet (noun) = a form of punishment where the victim must endure suffering from many sources at the same time. It comes from the Swedish word gatlopp. In Sweden, apparently, they used to punish reprobates (n. those who are predestined to damnation) by making them strip to the waist and then run between rows of soldiers who were armed with sticks and knotted ropes.


That sounded about right.


And so I stood at the edge of Prairie Stone’s gauntlet, close enough to the gym to sniff the delicate aroma of sweaty socks, near enough to the cafeteria to catch a whiff of oatmeal—and the promise of Jack Paulson. One more step and I would officially enter gauntlet girl territory.


Chantal Simmons, the queen of cool and gatekeeper of popularity at PSHS, stood at the apex of it all. She turned her head in my direction, her blond hair flowing in a way rarely seen outside of shampoo commercials. Her glance made me consider climbing the stairs to the balcony and crossing over the top instead of pressing my way through—but only a coward would do that.


Which is to say, I’ve done it plenty.


Chantal had a radar for weakness. One wrong move and she’d find yours and use it against you. Forget those sticks and knotted ropes. Chantal could annihilate the hopes and dreams of your average high school junior with just a whisper. And once upon a time, back in the dark ages of childhood and middle school, Chantal Simmons was someone I had told all my secrets to. In retrospect, that was kind of like arming a rogue nation with a nuclear bomb.


No risk, no reward, I told myself. If I wanted an early-morning glimpse of Jack Paulson (and I did, I really, really did), then I needed to cross into enemy territory. Alone. But before I could step over that invisible boundary, someone called my name. Someone short, with a mass of yellow corkscrew curls poking out beneath a QTπ cap.


“Bethany!” My best friend, Moni Fredrickson, bounded up to me, still in her winter jacket, her cheeks pink from cold and her glasses fogged. “Brian just called me on my cell,” she said. “They’re in the Little Theater. They have Krispy Kremes. Brian said he’d save us one each, but you know how that works.”


Of course I did. It is another truth universally acknowledged, that high school nerds in possession of a great number of Krispy Kremes must be in want of…




Nothing.


At least not until they shook out the last bit of sugary glaze from the box. Then it was total Lord of the Flies time while they searched for more. We had to get there before they tore Brian limb from limb. Moni pulled me along toward the Little Theater and away from the gauntlet. I glanced over my shoulder, sure Chantal was still glaring at me.


But she wasn’t. No one was. Not a single gauntlet girl or wannabe peered in my direction. Instead they’d all turned toward the cafeteria, eyes fixed on a tall, retreating figure—one with dark spiky hair and a Prairie Stone High letter jacket. Jack Paulson. He didn’t look back at me—not that I expected him to. But then, he didn’t acknowledge Chantal, either.


Jack Paulson = Totally Girlproof.


I stumbled along behind Moni and wondered, What would a girl have to do to get a boy like that to notice her?


 


If there was such a thing as gauntlet girl territory at Prairie Stone, then the Little Theater was dork domain. Chantal Simmons might rule the lobby, but a few steps down the hall Todd Emerson (president of the chess club, co-captain of the debate team, editor of the school paper, and all-around boy genius) maintained a benevolent dictatorship over the academic superstars and the techies.


In other words, a bossier boy never lived.


Todd was Harvard bound. Or Yale bound. Well, certainly somewhere bound. Somewhere that was far snootier than (what I was sure he already thought of as) his humble beginnings. He was one of those kids who wouldn’t return for a school reunion until he managed to make a billion dollars or overthrow a minor country.


A bright purple and gold notice hung on the door to the theater, instructing all who entered to let your school spirit shine! and inviting us to attend a call-out meeting for the winter varsity cheerleading squad. As if. I passed through the doorway, gripped the handrail, and followed Moni down the small flight of steps, my eyes adjusting to the semidarkness.


The Little Theater had killer acoustics, something Todd took advantage of up on the stage.


“Can you believe they denied Carlson’s request for new desktop publishing software?” he thundered. “You know what they—” Todd broke off mid-rant. “Hey, Reynolds, how long does it take you to lay out the newspaper every month?”


I tried not to roll my eyes about the newspaper—or about Todd calling me by my last name. It was this thing he did, like I was a rookie reporter to his big-city editor in chief.


How long did it take for me to lay out the newspaper? “A while,” I said. Forever was a better answer, but Todd was wound up enough. The computers we used were ancient, the software even older. I sometimes thought that cutting and pasting—with real scissors and glue—might be faster. Mr. Carlson, the journalism teacher, had been lobbying for upgrades for years.


“Guess what they bought instead?” said Todd. He gestured wildly from the podium. “Come on. Just guess.”




I heard the sound of someone’s stomach rumbling and the barest click of a Nintendo DS. I looked around at the collection of smarty-pants misfits that made up our “clique.” These were the kids who lived to raise their hands in class. That no one offered a guess was a testament to the power Todd wielded over the group.


He pounded the lectern. The crack of his fist against wood echoed through the theater.


“They bought new”—Todd stepped out from behind the podium for effect—“pom-poms.” A look of disgust rolled across his face as he approached the front of the stage. “For the varsity cheerleading squad.”


I glanced at Moni. She crossed her eyes at me and pointed toward the seat that held the Krispy Kreme box. Todd glared, daring someone, anyone, to speak.


A throat cleared behind us. “Well, I highly approved of the new outfits last year.” This was Brian McIntyre, Todd’s sidekick, mellow where Todd was high-strung, soft-spoken where Todd was loud. Brian was one of those boys whose looks froze in fourth grade. He had a roundish face and full cheeks, with sweet blue eyes and hair that flopped over his forehead. People constantly underestimated him, which was why he cleaned up in debate, at chess, and in the Math League.


“The cheerleaders had new outfits last year?” Todd asked.


“You didn’t notice?” Brian sounded genuinely puzzled.


Moni paused before biting the doughnut she was holding and raised an eyebrow at me. I’d known her long enough to catch the meaning of that look: When did Brian start noticing cheerleaders? Not the best development, especially when you considered that somewhere around homecoming, Brian and Moni had gone from “just friends” to something a touch friendlier.


“I guess it doesn’t matter how big a boy’s brain is,” I whispered, “it can still be derailed by an insanely short skirt.” But Moni wasn’t paying attention.


“Whatever,” she said to the group. “There’s nothing so special about cheerleading. I mean, even Bethany and I could do that.”


“Do…what?” Todd and I said at the same time.


“You know. Ready…okay!” Moni bounced on the balls of her feet, like she might break into a display of spirit fingers at any moment.


“You mean,” I said, going along with it (because annoying Todd was my favorite sport), “you and me trying out for the varsity cheerleading squad?”


“Who says we can’t?”


Ummm, technically, no one.


Todd knelt at the edge of the stage and frowned down at us, his oversize dork glasses slipping down his nose. “You have got to be kidding.”


Yeah. What he said.


But out loud, I agreed with Moni. “Think about it, Todd. We could petition to expand cheerleading to support the debate team. The chess club, even. You know, Gambit to the left, castle to the right, endgame, endgame, now in sight!”




Moni giggled. Brian, still lazing near the back of the room, snorted in appreciation. A few of the other guys took up the cheer.


You know how in Greek mythology, Medusa could turn anyone who looked at her into stone? At that moment she had nothing on Todd Emerson. Lucky for me, the bell rang. Or maybe not so lucky—Todd and I shared first-period honors history.


We all filed from the Little Theater and straight into the heart of the gauntlet, together. Todd had this theory about strength in numbers. It was one of the reasons he collected the nerds, the debate dorks, the third-tier drama geeks, the lowly and lonely freshmen, and invited them all to his house for Geek Night every Saturday. As a combined force, we could breach the gauntlet. Whereas if any one of us tried it alone? Suicide.


And it worked. Mostly. Chantal Simmons stepped back immediately, but then, she probably didn’t want smart cooties on her three-hundred-dollar coral-colored peep-toe pumps.


Some of the boys still chanted the chess cheer as we passed a few members of the varsity basketball team. Seniors Ryan Nelson and Luke Vandenberg stood with Jack Paulson. All three of them looked up, like the chant was their cue to rush the court and play. Only Jack seemed to notice we weren’t cheering for them. He frowned.


I wanted to turn, go back and tell him that we weren’t making fun of him. But it was too late; the crowd had already taken me along in its tide. Maybe I could explain when I saw him in Independent Reading class.


Oh, who was I kidding? I could barely respond when Jack graced me with a few words across the classroom aisle. I’d never be able to explain, not now, not then. Even so, I turned around for one last look. Instead of Jack, I locked eyes with Todd. He handed me a Krispy Kreme—a slightly battered Krispy Kreme, but one from the middle of the box. It was still warm.


“Checkmate,” he said.


 


The bank’s time and temperature display flashed: 10:46 p.m./29°. Only in Minnesota could it be this cold just four days past Halloween. All of us—me, Moni, Todd, Brian, plus assorted members of the chess club, debate team, and Math League—shivered outside the Games ’n More video store.


Light spilled from the warm movie theater lobby a few doors down, but I knew the huge sign on its door read no loitering. It was the strip mall and hypothermia for us. And there were still seventy-four frigid minutes before the midnight release of the latest shoot-’em-up video game.


What a way to spend a Saturday night.


We huddled together on a bus-stop bench. Todd lounged on my right—in his Nietzsche “that which does not kill me, makes me stronger” mode—pretending that the cold had no effect on him. Brian sat to Moni’s left. Every five minutes he scooted a millimeter closer to her. The rest of the guys took turns standing in line. Apparently some geeks were more equal than others.


But that was no surprise. In these boys’ world, status was measured in grade point averages and frag counts. Todd and Brian were at the top of both those lists. And Moni and me? We weren’t there because we were dying to buy some dumb video game the first second it dropped.


“The category is famous first lines,” Todd said. “You go first, Reynolds.”


Of all the books I’d read (1,272 since I started keeping count) I couldn’t think of a single opening line. I was pretty sure that meant my brain was frozen.


“I’ve got one if she doesn’t,” a member of the chess club offered.


“It’s Reynolds, numbnuts. She’s got one,” Todd said in my defense. Some of the animosity I’d felt toward him for moving Geek Night from the toasty confines of his basement to the icy tundra that was Prairie Stone Plaza softened.


“Okay, how about,” I began, but my brain was still iced up. I’d have to go with my fallback—an oldie, a goodie, my favorite. “‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a…’?”


“Too easy,” said Moni over the top of her gas-station cappuccino. “C’mon, guys,” she said. “You have to know this one.”


“Uh…it’s…it’s…,” Todd struggled. “Give me a second…er…Brian?”


“Is that your final answer?” Moni snorted, causing the steam from her cup to fog her glasses and loosen a curl so that it fell onto her forehead.


Brian grinned at her, or did until a burst of giggles echoed down the plaza.




The late movie had just let out, and a group of kids hurried to their cars. Clouds of breath billowed ahead of them, partially hiding their faces, but the giggle sounded like Cassidy Anderson, the “Omigod!” was unmistakably Traci Olson’s, and the clipped, condescending “Check it” could belong to none other than Chantal Simmons.


“What was the question again?” Brian asked, his attention focused near the theater’s exit.


I repeated, “‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a…’?”


“A…cheerleader?” Brian answered, his face still turned toward the movie crowd.


Now it was Todd’s turn to snort. “Yeah, that’s it. Final answer.”


I thought it was funny, but Moni’s face fell. She hopped to her feet and took a step away from the group.


“What’d I say?” asked Brian. His round cheeks, already pink, grew red.


“Cheerleader, good one.” Todd leaned across me and smacked Brian on the arm. “Can I quote you on that?” He made a show of pulling out his iPhone to record Brian’s words and probably the latitude and longitude at which they were uttered.


“Moni, come back,” I said. “Please.”


“Yeah,” Todd said, a little too loud. “Besides, it’s my turn next, and I’ve got a good one. ‘A long time ag—’”


“Star Wars? Again?” I wasn’t the only one who groaned.


“Okay,” Todd said, “how about: ‘In the week bef—’”




“Dune,” I interrupted.


“No way, Reynolds. There is no way you could’ve known that.”


Todd was way more predictable than he liked to believe. So was Moni. She still stood a few feet away, her arms crossed over her chest, a glare aimed at Brian.


“Really, Moni. I’m sorry,” Brian said as he started to stand. His voice rose in volume and pitch, drowning out me, and even Todd. “I don’t know what I said that was so—”


“Trouble in Nerdland?” A pair of teal, pumpkin, and tan ballet flats appeared only inches from my feet. I didn’t have to look up to know who it was. No one in Prairie Stone had a finer shoe wardrobe than Chantal Simmons.


Todd sputtered but gave up before saying anything coherent. Brian froze, half-sitting, half-standing, his posture apelike. Moni tapped a toe but didn’t say a word. I kept my eyes on the sidewalk. It was better that way.


Chantal and crew stepped off the curb, and a few freshmen math whizzes stared after them. No one said a word until the girls were inside their car and slipping down the frosty street. Then one of the boys let out a low whistle.


“Cheerleaders,” his friend said wistfully.


Moni threw her cappuccino into the trash. The cup rattled, and a couple of boys jumped.


“Really, you guys,” she said. “What have they got that we haven’t got?”


“I assume that’s a rhetorical question,” said Todd.




When Brian joined the chorus of heh-heh-hehs, Moni scooped up her mittens and her Sudoku book and clomped down the sidewalk. I hurried after her. Brian tried to follow, but Moni shot him a look that, I swear, dropped the temperature another ten degrees.


“I’m serious,” she said when I caught up to her. “What do they have that we don’t?”


She stopped in front of Waterman’s Women’s Wear and made a slow turn in the display window’s reflection.


I didn’t know what to tell her. I was pretty sure we weren’t ugly. Moni was bouncy and petite, curvy in the right places. I was taller and a little too thin, but not in a size-zero-starlet sort of way. Moni’s bright blond curls were the opposite of my straight, dark bob. I hugged myself against the cold. “Maybe it’s the pom-poms,” I said.


“Yeah.” Moni pushed her arms straight forward, then pulled them quickly back. She thrust them up in the shape of a V, then did a swivel-hipped pivot thing and checked her reflection once again.


Just when I thought she was going to go all Dance Dance Revolution on me, she stopped and stared at our images in the glass.


“Maybe.”


 


The following Monday morning, Moni’s brain seemed as fogged over as her glasses. I had to remind her twice before she pulled off her Camp SohCahToa hat and stowed it in her locker. At lunch she walked right past our meet-up spot and would have glided into the gauntlet if I hadn’t grabbed her shoulder.


It wasn’t until last hour that I really started to worry. Most of the geek squad had been excused from eighth-period classes. We were all in the Little Theater, up on the stage, getting ready to start practice for the National Honor Society induction ceremony. Mr. Wilker, the NHS advisor, had just assigned each of us a sophomore inductee to shepherd through the program when the door to the theater opened.


Cassidy Anderson (senior, cheerleader, gauntlet girl) stepped inside, bringing in a thin stream of light with her. The radiance followed her as she bounced down the aisle to the foot of the stage.


She handed Mr. Wilker a note. “Thank you, Miss Anderson,” he said, then turned his attention back to our group under the lights.


“Um,” Cassidy said, “I sort of need that right away.”


Mr. Wilker paused and glanced at the note. “My grade book is back in the classroom. I’ll have to check that first.”


Moni left her sophomore and nudged me. “I bet she needs proof she’s not flunking,” she said. “Cheerleading tryouts, you know.”


No, I did not know. I didn’t really care, either. Except that Cassidy still hadn’t left. Every second she delayed practice made it more likely I wouldn’t have a chance to finish my Life at Prairie Stone column before the newspaper staff meeting after school. I stole a glance at Todd. If I didn’t turn in my column, he’d make my life miserable. That is, if he could pull himself out of the hormone-induced rapture that seemed to coincide with Cassidy’s arrival.


Dork.


And he wasn’t the only one. While Mr. Wilker negotiated with Cassidy, I took a look at the boys onstage. Their combined IQ was probably close to thirty gazillion, but no one would believe it if they saw them in this state. All that chest puffing and gut-sucking-in-ing, and Brian—was he actually slobbering? Really. They might as well have been Neanderthals.


I turned back to Moni, certain that she’d spit out a suitably scathing, sarcastic remark. Instead she blinked, then turned her head from Brian to Cassidy and back again. Beneath us, Mr. Wilker attempted to get the practice under way again.


“Cassidy,” he said finally, “I’ll meet you in my room after school.”


“But—but—,” Cassidy whined. She blew a bubble with the gum she was chewing. After it popped, she huffed, “I guess you can just have someone bring it to me.”


Fifteen male hands shot into the air as if powered by rockets.


Cassidy turned and headed up the slope toward the exit. When she opened the door, the lobby lights framed her body in silhouette and accented the shine of her hair. She paused as if posing, then whipped around to address us.


“Hey, losers,” she said. “Take a picture next time. It might last longer.”


With that, the door whooshed closed and plunged us all into darkness.




“That’s it,” Moni whispered at my side. “We’re going to do it.”


“Do what?” I whispered back.


“Try out for cheerleading.”


“What!” I said, forgetting for a moment how good the acoustics in the Little Theater could be.


“Miss Reynolds?” said Mr. Wilker. “Something you’d like to share with the rest of us?”


I shook my head, but on the inside I was thinking of all sorts of things I’d like to share with Moni, the main one being, Was she out of her freaking mind?
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Welcome, Prairie Stone Cheer Candidate! You are about to embark on the most exciting experience of your high school career: becoming a Prairie Stone High School varsity cheerleader! If you’ve been attending tryout practices (and I know you have), then put your fears aside. You’re ready for the next step. Cheerleading involves hard work, commitment, and sacrifice, but remember the fun! And most important: Let your school spirit shine!


GO PANTHERS!!!!!








Two weeks later Moni and I stood in matching purple shorts and gold T-shirts outside that same Little Theater. It might be debate dork domain most of the year, but once in May and once in November, the Prairie Stone High School cheerleading squad takes it over for tryouts. From behind the closed door came stomping, clapping, and a way too enthusiastic, “Ready? Okay!”




I still couldn’t believe I was doing this.


“It’s a conspiracy,” Moni said. “I’m telling you.” She licked her fingertips and used the spit to gel back a wayward curl.


“A cheerleading conspiracy?” I asked.


“Exactly! I mean, jeez, Bethany, you’ve seen me do the splits.”


I had. It was not pretty.


“This was your idea,” I reminded her.


“Yeah, well, no one said anything about splits.”


True.


Also true: I had let Moni haul me to the cheerleading call-out meeting without protesting—much. But I figured that would be the end of it, especially once we met Sheila. Sheila Manning, the Prairie Stone High cheerleading coach, probably did high kicks while she was still in the womb. How could anyone be that perky?


Another truth: I did take the information sheet when Sheila handed it to me. I needed a bookmark for my honors history text. That was the last time I saw it until Moni called me the night before the first tryout practice.


“Don’t forget to shave your legs,” she said.


“Huh?”


“It says we’re supposed to wear shorts.”


In November? In Minnesota? Still, a girl’s got to have some pride, if not common sense. I shaved my legs and crawled to the back of my closet to pull out the box marked summer clothes.




The first time I suspected Moni had more on her mind than just aggravating Todd or even winning over Brian came the next day, in German class. We were supposed to be conjugating the verb “should” (soll, sollte, gesollt) but all she could talk about was cheerleading. Even worse, she seemed to have developed some sort of strategy. Could cheerleading tryout practice even have a strategy? But I nodded my head and let her go on because, well, with her parents’ divorce and her dad moving to Minneapolis, I felt like I had to be there for her. Somebody sollte.


Of course, I never thought “being there” meant matching purple shorts and gold T-shirts. And I certainly never thought it meant cheerleading tryouts.


After school, on the first day of tryout practice, I’d left a note on the big whiteboard in the newspaper office: Late—B, and headed to the main hall outside the gym. I figured I’d be back in time for the staff meeting. I mean, how long could it take to learn a stupid cheer?


Longer than you’d think. Especially when your best friend goes all earnest on you and says, “If we’re going to try out, then we should really try out.”


I raised an eyebrow at her. “More strategy?” I asked.


That’s when Moni gave me what I like to call her Moni Lisa smile. Mysterious and compelling, it made her whole face light up. All she had to do was turn it on you, and next thing you knew, you’d forgotten that what she was suggesting was a bad idea. If someone could capture that smile on oil and canvas, her portrait would hang in the Louvre. For sure. Bottled, it would be worth millions.


“I think it’s important,” she said, “you know, for the experience. The more we put into this, the more we’ll have to laugh about when it’s over. Just think of Todd’s reaction.”


That was one thing I didn’t want to think about. Todd would kill me if he knew I was memorizing dance moves to the school song instead of writing my next Life at Prairie Stone column for the paper.


But for Moni and for “the experience” I put Todd’s reaction—and my misgivings—out of my head. The truth was, if anyone but the wannabes had shown up at practice, not even friendship would’ve kept me there. But the Prairie Stone elite had opted out of tryout practice. So Moni and I opted in.


I worked on my straddle jumps while Moni perfected her round-offs. And the next day, when it was time to practice the dance routine, I put way more into it than I normally would. I kept up with Moni’s ridiculous faux fervor, shimmy for shimmy, all week.


It was simple. It was easy. It was fun. Nothing about it mattered, not even the stares and giggles from the other girls. That is, until Moni found out about the splits, which was right before the official tryouts started.


“Sheila could’ve mentioned it earlier,” she said to me now.


I agreed. The cheerleading coach had been vocal on every requirement except that one. No doubt Sheila took one look at the assortment of Prairie Stone High cheerleading hopefuls and decided to separate the girls from the…geeks. Of course cheerleaders did the splits. Everyone knew that.


I pulled a sheet of paper from my back pocket and unfolded it.




Cheer candidates are required to perform a cheer, the school song with dance, and a jump sequence. Candidates will also answer an interview question. Scores will be based on the following point system:







Showmanship: 20 points







Performance of school song and dance: 15 points







Crowd-leading ability: 15 points







Coordination: 10 points







Interview question: 5 points





“See?” Moni said. “I don’t see splits on there at all. Where do you think they fall into the scheme of things? Coordination? Showmanship? It’s not fair.”


“You’re right. It’s not fair. Let’s quit,” I said, and tried to saunter off casually down the hall.


Moni grabbed my hand. She turned me around, and I saw something close to panic in her eyes.


I sighed. “I can do the splits,” I said.




“What?” Moni jerked and her blond curls swung, the way they did when she was surprised, or happy.


“I can do the splits.”


“Front and back, or sideways?” Moni asked.


“Both, actually.”


“No way! Since when?”


Ever since Madame Wolsinski’s modern dance class wasn’t as lame as it sounded. Modern dance isn’t all running around a stage flapping your arms, but did I want to explain that to Moni? A grunt, a groan, and a desperate cry came from inside the Little Theater. Any explaining would have to wait. We were up next.


“I’ll do the splits,” I said, a sudden pulse beating in my throat. “Your round-offs are good. You could—”


“No, wait. We’ll wow ’em with a ginormous finish.” Moni’s enthusiasm was back.


“Ginormous?” I asked.


“And you should do the splits sideways—looks more painful. I can do a round-off over the top of you.” Moni bounced on the balls of her feet. “How does that sound?”


“Dangerous?”


“They’ll never know the difference.”


Oh, sure, I thought, but before I could say anything more, the door swung open. Kaleigh Bartell and Anna Crouse staggered out, faces flushed and sweaty. Anna looked close to tears. Kaleigh was limping.


“Good luck, guys,” said Kaleigh. Halfway down the hall she added, “You’re gonna need it.”




The door to the theater closed behind me, shooing me into the darkness. Moni was already halfway to the stage when I hurried to catch up to her. Mrs. Hanson, the guidance counselor, scrutinized us over a pair of half glasses that sat on the tip of her nose. Sheila Manning tilted her pretty head to one side and tapped a perfect tooth with a pencil eraser. Ms. Bailey, the family and consumer sciences teacher, was the third judge. She had her arms crossed over her chest and stared almost but not quite at the ceiling.


“I’m curious, girls.” Mrs. Hanson scanned the judging sheet in front of her. “Why did you two decide to try out for cheerleading?”


The tone in Mrs. Hanson’s voice made the question seem a lot less like Why do you want to be cheerleaders? and more like What the hell are you doing here?


I looked over at Moni. This was her idea, after all. She opened her mouth, only to clamp it shut.


“Maybe you should start your routine,” Sheila suggested. “You can answer the interview question later.” Like stalling with round-offs and splits would help.


The more I sweated and kicked my way through the dance, the more it burned me. Not just my muscles, either, but the whole idea of it. Why shouldn’t we go out for cheerleading? Moni and I had as much right as anyone else, didn’t we? And hey, who said a geek girl couldn’t see how the other half lived?


I sang loudly during the school song, and mostly on key, too. When it came time for the ginormous finish, I slid sideways to the floor and Moni vaulted over me. We didn’t budge. Not even when Sheila gave Moni a “come on, you can do it” nod. I just smiled and planted my elbows on the floor and my chin on my fists. Moni didn’t waver, didn’t even attempt the splits.


Silence. Stares. Well, who could blame them?


“Very nice, girls,” said Sheila at last.


I struggled to stand, my legs wobbly. Sweat coated my upper lip. I gave it a swipe with the back of my hand.


“That was, uh, nice,” Mrs. Hanson echoed. “Very…spirited.”


Oh, yeah. We had loads of school spirit.


“So,” she continued, “what made you decide to try out for cheerleading?”


There it was, that question again. And there was the usually talkative Moni, silent. Again.


Answers swirled in my head. Why was I trying out? To jerk Todd’s chain. To make Moni happy. But besides that, maybe I was doing it to prove I could, that anyone could. Maybe I was striking back at the long-held tradition of Prairie Stone High cheerleading being nothing more than a popularity contest. Or maybe it was because so many people thought I shouldn’t—or couldn’t. As if being able to diagram a sentence—or in Moni’s case, solve quadratic equations in her head—made us incapable of doing a herkie.


Those were all good reasons, but not the ones Sheila, or Mrs. Hanson, or the bored Ms. Bailey wanted to hear. I shifted my weight, and the sole of my sneaker squeaked against the floor.




“School spirit?” I said. The acoustics in the Little Theater made my words rebound on me like an accusation.


Mrs. Hanson arched an unbelieving eyebrow. Sheila beamed. Ms. Bailey doodled on the notepad in front of her.


“Very well,” Mrs. Hanson said. “You girls are through.”


We dashed up the aisle, out the door, and into the hall. I took hold of Moni’s shoulders and stared into her too-bright eyes. “We are never, ever, doing that again.”


 


Amazingly, after all that, I still had time to slip into the newspaper office and catch part of the weekly staff meeting. But one look at Moni told me she wouldn’t be satisfied until she read the tryout results in black and white. Or purple and gold—Coach Sheila probably wrote exclusively in the school colors.


The same went for everyone else, or so it seemed. Even though Thanksgiving break had officially started at last bell, twenty girls loitered in the lobby. Sure, a few pretended to study the trophies in the cases, but most of them made no pretense at all. They just sat outside the Little Theater, eyes narrowed, expressions grim.


“How long does it take to copy last year’s roster?” I asked.


“At least the view is good while we wait,” Moni said, and nodded her head toward the open gym doors. The varsity basketball team was practicing there—a worthy diversion, in most everyone’s opinion—or at least the opinion of the girls peering inside. Were they any different from Todd or Brian going brain-dead over cheerleaders?




“So I’m missing newspaper to watch a bunch of jocks?” I said.


“Hot jocks,” Moni corrected.


“Conceded. Still—”


Moni held up a hand and continued as if I hadn’t said a word. “Did you see Jack Paulson today? I think he’s grown five more inches since September.”


Jack had played on the varsity team since our freshman year. Now that he was a junior, he stood a head above even the tallest senior. Did I see Jack Paulson? What kind of question was that? Of course I saw Jack Paulson. Everyone saw Jack Paulson. He was…well, Jack Paulson.


The door to the Little Theater opened a crack. A hand with perfectly lacquered nails emerged and taped a sheet of paper to the wall.


Most of the girls sprang forward. It must have been mass hysteria or something, but my feet carried me toward the list. I stopped before I got too far, though, vowing not to give it any more attention than it deserved.


Kaleigh came up behind Moni and me. “You guys heard, right?”


“Heard what?” I asked. Moni ducked her head.


“There are three slots up for grabs,” Kaleigh said.


“Twelve,” I corrected her.


Kaleigh tipped her head to one side and squinted. “Twelve?”


“Technically, all positions on the cheer squad last for just one season. ‘Veteran cheerleaders are encouraged to reapply but cannot be guaranteed a spot on the team.’ It says so right here.”


I offered the info sheet to Kaleigh for inspection. She waved it off, rolled her eyes, and turned her attention to Moni. “Dina, Traci, and Chantal can’t cheer this season. Traci and Chantal are banned, and Dina…” She trailed off.


And Dina…Until that moment I’d almost forgotten about the party last August, the keg of beer, and the accident that sent shock waves through the school. Dina was still in physical therapy and being homeschooled. Now Traci and Chantal couldn’t cheer?


Of course they couldn’t—Prairie Stone High School had a zero tolerance policy. I hadn’t put two and two together before now, but apparently Kaleigh—and Moni—had.


“So,” Kaleigh continued, “anyone could make the squad.” She skipped a few feet ahead. “Well, almost,” she tossed that last comment over her shoulder before bolting for the list.


Moni huffed and walked in a tight circle. “One of these days, I’m going to slap the lip gloss right off her mouth.”


“You knew, didn’t you?” I said.


She shrugged and gave me another Moni Lisa smile. “I know this,” she said. “We really need to check that roster.”


“Please. Moni.” I reached out to stop her. “I went along with this ‘for the experience,’ but even with Chantal out of the running…” I shook my head, frustrated. “You didn’t fall and hit your head during one of those round-offs, did you? Girls like us, we don’t…” I sighed. Girls like us didn’t do a lot of things, and cheerleading was at the top of that list.




Moni turned, pointing toward the trophy case, then the Little Theater, and the gym. “Think about it.” Now she pointed down the hall, toward the cafeteria and the gauntlet, that spot where Chantal, Traci, and their minions hung out. “Without them anything can happen.”


“So it’s what?” I said. “A cheerleading paradigm shift?”


“Now you sound like Todd.”


Yeah, it was something he’d say. Todd was forever talking about things like that. He was really into politics, and he didn’t restrict his opinions to the national level, either. According to Todd, politics and politicians were everywhere. Especially in high school.


Kaleigh burst through the crowd around the roster, arms in the air, a victory dance in progress. If she had a football, she would’ve spiked it.


“Uh-huh, that’s right. I did it. I’m the—”


“Man?” Moni suggested.


Not even Moni could bring Kaleigh down. “Made the squad, which is more than—”


Another girl broke through the crowd, red blotches already sprouting on her cheeks. She tried to hide her expression, but I saw it. “Anna?” I said.


Kaleigh whirled. “Oh God, Anna. I didn’t even look….”


That was Kaleigh for you—the kind of girl who’d start celebrating before checking whether her best friend made the squad.


I watched Kaleigh trail Anna down the hall toward the junior lockers. A lone figure stood near the end of the corridor. Blond. Lean. In the kind of outfit that sneered at Minnesota Novembers. Chantal?


Once Chantal and I had shared the barre in Madame Wolsinski’s modern dance class. We were a two-girl front against the others, with their whispered insults and snobbish exclusionary tactics. But that was before Chantal metamorphosed into the darling of Prairie Stone High. Before I reached my full geek potential.


“You know,” I said to Moni, “this wasn’t supposed to matter.” And yet, somehow—


“It doesn’t,” she said, but her voice sounded hollow.


And that ache in my stomach? That didn’t matter either.


I tugged Moni by the sleeve. “I think we’re going to need the real thing after this—white chocolate mochas with whipped cream. Maybe even extra whip.” I stepped forward, but Moni stopped me.


“It was my idea. I’ll look.” She slipped into the crowd and under the arm of a red-headed senior. Moni stood on tiptoes, fingers pressed against the posted roster. She stayed like that for way too long. Moni could speed-read; she liked to run through digits of p in her head—for fun. She probably had the entire list memorized in two seconds.


A whine rose up from within the crowd. I braced myself; we were definitely going to need the extra whip. But it wasn’t Moni, and it wasn’t a whine. The tone transformed into a high-pitched shriek. Next thing I knew, the redhead had a handful of Moni’s T-shirt. I rushed to save my friend, but the girl grabbed me, too, then pulled us into a group hug…one that grew to include the entire brand-new Prairie Stone High School varsity cheerleading squad.


And there Moni and I were, right in the middle.


In the sea of squeals, Moni bumped me and I bumped Kaleigh, who had returned (it seemed) from hastily consoling Anna. Kaleigh gave me a look, then bumped both of us back. Moni and I stumbled to the outskirts of the squad.


“No. Way,” I said.


“Way!” Moni nodded, curls flying.


I pointed at Moni, then back at myself, because a strange fear had stolen my voice. We both made it?


The flying curls bounced into place. For the first time since her parents divorced, Moni looked serene. Content, even. When at last she nodded, I had to wonder, How much did this cheerleading thing really mean to her?


Sheila emerged from the Little Theater and dropped pair after pair of purple and gold pom-poms into the mob.


“Here you go, girls,” she said. “Take them home. We’ll do uniforms on Monday, but this is the best way to let everyone know you made it.”


I looked down to find gold in my right hand and purple in my left. How could I take these…things home? My parents didn’t even know I was trying out. All I’d said was that I was staying after school with Moni. That was normal enough. Between class projects, painting scenery for the school play, and working on the newspaper, I stayed late all the time. Sure, I had extra-curriculars. There wasn’t much else to do in Prairie Stone. But cheerleading?


The thud of a basketball stole my attention. It bounced across the lobby and straight toward my feet. I trapped it, barely, between purple and gold fringe. Then I looked up.


Jack Paulson.


He held out his hands to take the ball, and they tangled with mine in the pom-poms. His skin was warm, and I tried not to count the number of times his fingers touched mine. (One, two, three…swoon…four times?) He laughed. His normally dark brown hair was black and spiked from sweat. Jack wasn’t just cute and talented. He worked hard—harder than most boys on the team.


Too soon, the basketball escaped the pom-poms. Jack held the ball against one hip, an arm draped over it to keep it in place.


“You make the squad?” he asked.


I wanted to say…something. At that moment, though, the only thing in my head was that stupid chess cheer from a few weeks ago: Gambit to the left, castle to the right, endgame, endgame, now in sight! That would be worse than lame. I held the pom-poms out as if they could speak for me.


“Well, congrats,” said Jack. “Looks like I’ll be seeing you at the games.”


“Paulson!” came a voice from the gym. “You’re up! Get your butt back in here.”




Jack glanced over his shoulder at the gym; then, barely turning toward me, said, “See ya.” And took off.


“See ya,” I croaked.


“Oh…my…God.” Moni came up behind me. She was sounding more like a cheerleader every minute. Frankly, it was a little disturbing.


“I just knew it,” she said. “This cheerleading thing is going to pay off. Big-time.”


“What?”


“Hello! Jack Paulson. The Jack Paulson. He’s going to be seeing you at the games?”


I glanced at the gym, then inspected the pom-poms. They couldn’t possibly be a Get Out of Geek Free card, could they? They couldn’t. “I think he meant ‘you’ as in everyone on the squad,” I said. “You know, the collective.”


“Yeah. Right. A collective of cheerleaders.” Moni snorted. “A pod of whales, a colony of rats, a pride of lions—”


I stopped her before she got to her favorite—a coffle of asses.


It didn’t really matter if we were cheerleaders, right? Except, maybe it did. The possibility of it tightened around my heart. Jack Paulson was…well, Jack Freakin’ Paulson, and totally unattainable. One of the many places geek girls didn’t go. Not even ones with pom-poms.


“Girls,” Sheila said. The empty pom-pom bag at her feet looked like a deflated balloon. “Can I talk to you two?”


It wasn’t like we had a choice. She bounced forward, winter coat fluttering at her sides, and planted herself in front of us. It was an impressive move, considering the weight of wool, the canvas tote, and those killer boots. Sheila Manning could probably strike terror in the heart of the meanest mean-girl cheerleader. I resisted the urge to cower behind Moni.


“You’re new to cheerleading, aren’t you?”


Wasn’t that obvious?


“Well, I think a bit of fresh blood might be—” Sheila tucked a lock of glossy auburn hair behind one ear. “A good thing. And honestly…” Hands on hips now, she continued, “You two were the only ones who looked like you were having any fun out there. Your school spirit just shines.” Sheila dug through her tote and pulled out two spiral-bound books. “But I think you might want to acquaint yourself with this before the start of practice next week.” She handed us each a book, and I took a quick glance at the title: The Prairie Stone High Varsity Cheerleading Guide by Coach Sheila Manning.


With that, Sheila headed for the entrance. She halted at the door, though, nailing us with a look. “And Moni, sweetie, you really need to work on your splits.”


Only when the second set of double doors whooshed closed did we dare to look at each other. “I’ve got spirit. Yes, I do,” Moni said, straight-faced. “I’ve got spirit. How about you?”


“I’m not sure,” I said. “That thing about fresh blood, you think it’s anything like fresh meat?”


“Oh, no. It’s much better.” That sly Moni Lisa smile flitted across her face. “This changes everything,” she added.




“Yeah, right.”


“Don’t you get it? We made the squad. Next thing you know, Todd and Brian will go out for football.”


The co-captains of the debate team? Football? Brian was destined to win a Nobel Prize. Todd would go into politics, or make a gazillion selling used cars—like his dad. More likely both.


“I have a better shot at the football team.”


“All I’m saying is,” Moni spread her arms wide, “we are a beacon of light to geek girls everywhere.”


“Viva la geek?”


“Cha-yeah. We’re like the cheerleading weapons of mass destruction.”


“You mean everyone’s scared of us, but we don’t really exist?” She was right about the nonexistence part, if nothing else.


“No,” Moni said, “more like—”


“A cheerleading new world order?” Sheesh, I really was starting to sound like Todd.


Moni scooped up her pom-poms and shook them at me. “Exactly! Welcome to the revolution, bay-bee,” she said before she twirled, stumbled, and landed on the floor.


“Nice splits.”


“I’m serious, Bee.” Moni gathered up the pom-poms and gave them another good shake. “This means…”


I waited for her to finish, but her eyes got that faraway look. What did cheerleading mean, really? It meant walking through the halls in a purple and gold cheerleading uniform. Okay, I guess I could do that. It meant Jack Paulson would be “seeing” me at the games. Oh, I could definitely do that. It meant being invisible was no longer an option. That was tougher. But for Moni, sure, I could do that.


A thump, thump, whoosh came from the gym, and I felt a lump in my throat. Boys’ basketball was a big deal. No, a huge deal in Prairie Stone. Some towns had football. Up north, it was hockey. But here it was basketball. The school devoted weeklong celebrations to it. Social life revolved around it. Most years a slot in the state tournament was almost a sure thing.


It was the only reason anyone tried out for the winter cheerleading squad. Cheering for wrestling? Not cool, despite the presence of several hot seniors on the team. Helping out at girls’ gymnastics meets? Please. But basketball. Pep rallies. Banners. The band. The boys on the team. And at the center of it all?


The cheerleaders.


Gah. I knew exactly what this meant. It meant all those people, up in the stands, and the boys out on the court. It meant I was going to have to sing, dance, and cheer, in front of everyone.


While wearing an insanely short skirt.
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