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FOR MY MOM, WHO HAS ALWAYS BEEN MY BIGGEST CHEERLEADER

—J. M.





1.

I am surrounded by bears. Okay, they are made out of wood and fit in my hand, but it’s still kind of overwhelming!

“I need a family of three,” Papa says from across his workbench.

I pull together two big bears and a third baby bear, who slots in between the big bears. Together they make an adorable family puzzle that people apparently like to sit on their mantel or wherever, at least judging by how many orders my papa has from his online woodworking shop.

“Noooo!” I say, in a terrified baby-bear voice. “Not the box! Don’t make me go in the box!”

Papa grins and pushes a box and shipping label over for me to package the bear family while he goes back to processing the order on his computer. I’m not as artsy as my friend Ryan, or as detail oriented as my friend Leah, but I can wrap up the wooden bears in some tissue paper, seal it with a sticker that says SNUG WOODWORKS around an adorable roaring lion face, make sure the receipt is inside, and then tape the box closed with the label on the outside.

As soon as I’m done with one package, he asks for a family of four. This requires parent bears with a slightly bigger space between them, which I find easily. But I can only find one baby bear.

“What do you need?” Papa asks, looking up from his computer when he sees me hesitating over the table full of bears.

“A second baby bear.”

“Hmm.” He stands and looks over the table. “We’ve got a rogue baby bear.” He makes his best attempt at a daddy-bear voice. “Oh, Baby Bear! Where are you? It’s past your bedtime!” (He does his best, but since he actually is my dad, it’s nowhere near as funny as when my twin plays the daddy bear.)

I can’t help the snort that escapes. “It’s kind of fitting.”

I’m only down in the basement helping Papa with his orders because Dad and Arielle are late for dinner—again. Ever since she started at DC Academy of Performing Arts this fall, my twin sister is almost never home. I’d forget what she looks like, if I couldn’t just glance in a mirror.

Papa’s holiday orders are ramping up, even though it’s only November. By December it’ll be a three-ring all-bear circus down here.

“Face the facts, Daddy Bear,” I say in my baby-bear voice. “I’m an only bear now.” But then I finally spot the bear I need. I grab it and give it its own baby-bear voice. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You just want to steal my share of the honey!”

My stomach growls as Papa passes me the packaging for this family of four. “Was that your stomach,” he asks, “or the rogue baby bear?”

I glance at the clock on the workshop table. We usually wait to order our regular Friday night pizza until Arielle texts to say they’re twenty minutes out, but it’s almost seven. “I’m pretty hungry.”

“Me too.” He closes his laptop. “Should we scrounge some leftovers and do pizza tomorrow night?”

“I think Ari has a concert thing tomorrow night.”

“Oh yeah.” He frowns. “Well, we’ll save her some pizza, then.”



Up in the kitchen, Papa pulls out the leftovers while I set the table.

“Should I set it for all of us?”

Papa nods. “They’ll need to eat when they get home.” He glances at his phone and frowns. “Though that won’t be anytime soon.”

I’ve given up on looking at the app that shows where each family member’s phone is on a map. Dad works at an architecture firm in DC, pretty close to Ari’s fancy performing arts school, so they’re always commuting together. And if Ari’s not here with me, it doesn’t really make any difference to me where she is.

After we eat, I put our dishes in the dishwasher while Papa sorts through the day’s mail. He waves a brochure at me. “Any interest in Dance Academy’s winter session?”

My heart sinks a little. Ari and I used to get so excited whenever the next season’s Dance Academy classes were announced. We always agreed on modern dance, and then we each picked a class we’d take together. Ari usually picked classical ballet (yawn) and I usually picked something fun we hadn’t tried before, like tap or hip-hop or swing.

“I don’t think so.” When I decided not to take any dance in the fall session, I made the excuse that getting used to middle school was going to be a lot, and I wanted to focus on that. But since I met my BFFs in Team Awkward, it hasn’t really been that hard. I could fit dance in, if I wanted to.

The thing is, without Ari, I don’t see the point. And since she decided to focus all her energy on playing the violin, she has no interest in dance.

Or me.

“You know, sweetie, you don’t need Ari to have fun in a dance class. Do you feel shy going alone?”

If I don’t do something to change the way this conversation is going—and fast—I’m going to end up crying. I make a goofy face. “Shy? Me?”

Papa laughs, hesitantly.

“I’m really fine. I’ve got QuizBowl, and my new friends, and I’m still getting used to middle school. I think maybe I’m just… losing interest in dance.”

Even as I say it, I know it’s not true. But I don’t know how to dance without Ari.





2.

When my twin enrolled in a totally different school, I thought I’d live for the weekends when I’d finally get to see her. That was when we’d squeeze in all the inside jokes and belly laughs and silly voices and recurring characters that used to be part of every car ride and family meal and hour spent hanging out in the bedroom we share—because we choose to, not because we have to. But since she’s barely around even on the weekends, now I live for Mondays—when I finally get to see my friends in Team Awkward again.

I hardly see them before lunch, though, and I definitely get some serious FOMO in fourth period, when Jojo, Ryan, and Leah all have science together, while I’m stuck in resource language arts. But it’s the whole reason I came to Kagan Middle School instead of going to DCAPA with my sister—well, that and the fact that I’m not some kind of musical prodigy like she is.

Kagan has really good resources for my dyslexia, which is another way I’m different from Arielle. When I first got diagnosed in second grade, my parents fell all over themselves making sure I understood that my brain just works differently. My brain isn’t any worse—or better—than Ari’s, and my brain has superpowers hers doesn’t. They don’t like the term “learning disorder” because, they say, there’s nothing wrong with me. I’m really creative, super good at problem-solving, and the best in my family at explaining things out loud, which is all part of my unique brain.

The one thing that bums me out about dyslexia is it meant I struggled to learn to read music when Ari and I first tried musical instruments. It turns out musical notes aren’t all that different from letters when it comes to your brain figuring out what they mean on the page. Which is why Ari’s probably finishing up some fancy violin lesson before her lunch hour, while I’m finishing up resource language arts at a totally different school.

“Izzy!” Jojo waves at me as soon as I turn the corner and come into view of my other three friends, all waiting for me to catch up to them. “Leah baked,” she announces as she threads her elbow through mine and pulls me against the flow of students heading toward the cafeteria. Leah and Ryan follow right behind.

I glance back at Leah, who has a Tupperware balanced on top of her science textbook. “Me want cookie,” I say in my best big blue monster voice.

“Mini chocolate cheesecakes,” Jojo corrects me.

“Even better,” I say, keeping the silly voice.

“They’re gluten-free,” Leah offers as we slip through the door into the out-of-bounds gymnasium that leads to the abandoned locker room where we spend most of our lunch periods.

“That’s so nice of you.” Leah always remembers I can’t have gluten. I pull out my phone to turn on the flashlight as we cross the spooky old gym. “You don’t always have to do that. I know it’s a lot more work for you.”

“Not really,” Leah says. “And I enjoy the challenge.”

“Could you give me some of your recipes?” Ryan asks. “My mom thinks Mabel needs to try going off gluten, but her birthday is coming up.”

“Of course!” Leah beams. If there’s anything Leah likes better than baking, it’s teaching someone else how to do something.

We reach the other side of the gym and step into the dark hallway, lit only by the vending machine we’ve almost depleted in the first couple of months of school. It doesn’t seem like anyone’s going to refill it, since as far as we can tell, no one but us ever comes to this hallway.

At least, we’ve never seen anyone. But we learned the first week at school that once we’re inside our headquarters, we can’t hear a single thing that happens in the hallway. For a while after the mountain-lion lockdown we propped the door open with a book so we didn’t miss any more emergencies. But we’ve gotten a bit relaxed about that. For all we know, there could be a marching band holding their practices up and down the hallway all lunch period, but they always disappear before we open the door again.

(They never get stuff out of the vending machine either.)

(Also, I don’t think we have a marching band.)

Right before we reach our Team Awkward HQ, aka the girls’ locker room off the old gym, the PA system crackles. “Attention please, Kagan Cardinals. The cheerleading squad will be holding tryouts next week to fill two spots that have opened up on the team. There will be an information session tomorrow during lunch in the gymnasium.”

The school secretary begins to repeat the announcement, but we pile into our headquarters, and as the door shuts behind us, the voice disappears.

“Didn’t cheer have tryouts over the summer?” Jojo asks.

“I heard the pyramid collapsed at the last football game,” Leah says, “and two of the cheerleaders are out for the season.”

“That’s awful,” Ryan says. “Are they okay?”

“One’s not injured at all,” Leah said. “But her parents freaked out about the danger.”

“What about the other one?” I ask.

“Laken Matthews. He sprained his wrist and his dad pulled him so he won’t mess up his baseball season.”

“Forget the cheerleaders,” Jojo says. “What do I have to do to get a mini chocolate cheesecake?”

Leah gives Jojo a look almost as frightening as Ari when I interrupt a violin practice session. “Ask nicely.”

Jojo drops to her knees. “Please, my favorite most bestest most wonderfulest friend Leah, please may I taste your latest obviously incredible creation?”

Leah snorts, opens the container, and holds it out to Jojo. She pounces. Leah sets the Tupperware on the bench beside her, since Ryan and I are both opening up our lunch bags to eat our regular food first. I will definitely get a stomachache if I eat that much sugar on an empty stomach.

“Would you want to try out?” Ryan asks, and it takes me a second to realize she’s talking to me.

“For cheer?” I ask around a mouthful of apple. “Me?”

“You dance, right?” Ryan says. “Isn’t cheer kind of similar?”

“It might conflict with QuizBowl, though,” Leah says.

“Well, QuizBowl is ending soon,” I say, turning the idea of trying out for cheerleading over in my mind.

“You dance?” Jojo asks, then turns to Leah and says, “Leah, this is the greatest thing my taste buds have ever experienced.”

We click so well that sometimes I forget I haven’t known these girls very long. And I don’t blame Jojo for not realizing—I haven’t taken any dance classes since we’ve been friends.

“Her dads have all those photos in their hallway of her at dance recitals,” Ryan says.

It’s exactly the kind of thing Ryan would notice, and Jojo would totally not.

“Yeah, I used to. But I don’t know anything about sports.”

“Do you have to, to be a cheerleader?” Ryan asks.

“Seriously, you guys,” Jojo says. “You have to try these.” She reaches for Leah’s Tupperware to take another mini cheesecake. “Speaking of sports, you’ll never believe what Purrito did to my brother’s varsity jacket!”

Then Jojo’s telling a hilarious tale of cat shenanigans, and I’m listening and laughing in the right places—I think—but part of me is also thinking: Is cheerleading kind of like dancing? It sort of is, since you learn choreography and perform it in front of a crowd. There’s no reading involved, like doing a play, which is a plus for my unique brain, and there’s no reading music, either.

Maybe these unexpected openings in the cheerleading squad are exactly what I need to stop sitting around at home, waiting for my sister to finally come back to me.
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