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BOYFRIEND PANIC

Daniel looked at me, his eyes blank. I had absolutely no clue what he was thinking. I wanted to scream in total frustration. He was really going to make me say it.

“Are you my boyfriend or what?” I blurted.

Oh yeah. Way smooth, I chided myself. Why you’ve never had a boyfriend, Annisa, I do not understand.

Daniel blinked. “Your boyfriend?” His voice squeaked. He couldn’t have looked more terrified if I’d just tossed him out of an airplane without a chute.

“I’m just kidding,” I heard myself say as panic set in, jangling every organ in my body. I scrambled for the door handle. I had to get out of there. “I mean, you don’t have to answer that, I was just…you know…wondering. Not that it’s important, in fact, it’s not important. To me, I mean.” He was completely ashen at this point. “I don’t even want a boyfriend, you know? It’s, like, so yesterday, the whole boyfriend-girlfriend thing, right? I mean, hello? What am I, living in 1950? Just fit me for a poodle skirt and a beehive.”

Did you just say “beehive”? Abort! Abort now!

“I gotta go. Thanks for the ride!”

And then I practically fell out of the car. By the time I got inside Chandra’s house, I felt like crumbling to the tile floor. Would a permanent voice box removal hinder my future as a cheerleader?
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A Non-Blonde Cheerleader in Love
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“Go! Hey, here we go! Fighting! Crabs! Go!”

I thrust my fist toward the sky and grinned as the cheers of the crowd reverberated through my bones. I was never going to get used to the fact that the fans at Sand Dune High actually cheered along with the cheerleaders. I was never going to get used to the fact that they actually showed up. Back at my old school in Jersey, we were lucky if the entire marching band materialized. Even though games were mandatory, they were always finding excuses to skip out on watching our team throw interceptions, run toward the wrong goal and eat mud for four quarters.

“Go! Hey, here we go! Fighting! Crabs! Go!”

I glanced at my friend Mindy McMahon out of the corner of my eye and she smiled back. We were having one of those moments. One of those perfect moments when you just know that everything is coming together. The crowd was totally psyched. The squad was on. Even the weather felt like football. It was a cool night for South Florida—we had topped out at sixty degrees (I know, shiver), but because it was chilly by Sand Dune standards, we had finally been allowed to wear our little mock turtlenecks under our cheerleading vests. Honestly, we had been looking forward to this all season.

Meanwhile, on the football field behind us, the Sand Dune High School Fighting Crabs were taking on the West Wind Dolphins in the county championship game. It was the rematch of the century! Well, okay, the decade. Okay, maybe the month. But still, it was huge. You could taste the tension in the air. Or was that just the overboiled hot dog smell coming from West Wind’s snack bar?

We finished the cheer and turned to watch the action. Instinctively my eyes darted to the game clock. The last time we had played against the Dolphins, our archrivals, we had lost because of a mess-up by the officials involving the clock. Apparently they didn’t know how to tell time. If anything went wrong tonight, this crowd was going to be grilling referee meat on the barbecue and serving it up for breakfast.

Okay, that was gross. But people were really pissed off. Still. Even though that travesty had occurred weeks ago. After all, the total injustice of what happened at that game spurred our football players and cheerleaders to go out and vandalize West Wind High as a finale to our weeklong prank war—an act that had landed all of us in jail.

Yes. Even me. Even though Mindy, Daniel Healy and I hadn’t actually participated in any destruction, and we had been trying to sneak out of there, the Five-O nabbed us and tossed us in the big house.

Sorry. I hardly ever get to use words like that.

But suffice it to say we all wanted to beat West Wind now, fair and square. We all wanted it big-time.

“We have to get the ball back,” Chandra Albohm, one of my teammates and friends, said in my ear, her voice as gravelly as ever. Her curly blonde hair danced around her face as a cool wind kicked up around us. “We have to get the ball back now.”

She was right. There was a minute left in the game. We were down by three points. The defense had to stop West Wind on the next play or it was over.

I looked down the track at the rest of the squad, lined up like sentries, their little blonde heads all in a row. I, Annisa Gobrowski, was the sole brunette on the Sand Dune High School varsity cheerleading squad. Well, the sole brunette who hadn’t fallen victim to the peroxide fetish that abounds around here. Everyone stood with their feet apart, their hands behind their backs, holding their light blue and yellow poms. Everyone looked tense. Especially Tara Timothy, captain of the squad, our “fearless” (air-quote) leader.

Tara was the only cheerleader breaking formation, totally bizarre for a stickler like her, but it had been happening a lot lately. She clutched both poms in one hand behind her back and with her other hand reached up and rubbed the tatty blue ribbon that was wrapped around her long blonde ponytail. Her lucky hair ribbon, as she was constantly reminding us. I glanced down at her feet and grimaced. The elastic in her “lucky” socks was all stretched out and the formerly white cotton had taken on a gray tinge. This girl was falling apart.

The whistle blew out on the field. Time-out. I glanced at Chandra and Mindy. Right about now, Tara should be calling a cheer. Instead she was just rubbing her ribbon harder.

“Um, Tara?” Jaimee Mulholland prompted. Jaimee was one of the juniors on the squad and she was next to Tara in the formation.

“What?” Tara snapped, coming out of her trance.

“We should be doing a cheer, right? ‘Cause it’s a timeout?” Jaimee twirled her thick blonde ponytail nervously. “I mean, if you think we should.”

Tara glanced around as if she was just now realizing where she was. “‘Defense Get Tough’!” she shouted, turning toward the crowd. “Ready?”

“Okay!” we all shouted.

We executed the cheer, which ended with me and a couple of other girls up in double base extensions. I shook my poms as the crowd applauded, then dismounted into Mindy, Chandra and Autumn’s arms.

“Okay, Miss Tara hasn’t changed her socks or her hair ribbons since we won regionals,” Chandra said under her breath.

“She’s become a completely superstitious being,” Autumn Ross said, brushing a lock of her white-blonde hair back behind her ear. “It’s not healthy. Maybe we should stage an intervention. We could start her on a meditation program to help her de-stress. Oh! Or maybe she could use some acupuncture!”

“Come on, it’s not that bad,” Mindy said, though she bit her lip when she noticed the socks.

“I just hope she’s not doing the same with her underwear,” I joked.

“Ew! Annisa!” Mindy wailed. She shoved me with her poms, but she and the others cracked up anyway.

“Okay, if we win this game, then we’re going to win at nationals,” Tara said, loud enough for all of us to hear. Her two best friends, Whitney Barnard and Phoebe Cook, rolled their eyes behind her back. “No, we’ll place. We win this game and we’ll definitely place at nationals,” she amended.

Sage Barnard, Whitney’s little sister, twirled her finger in a circle at her temple. A couple of the other girls cracked up. I had never liked Sage, but right then she had a point. Tara was making up her own superstitions now. The girl was bongo-bonkers.

“Ladies!” Coach Holmes hissed from her spot under the bleachers. “Pay attention to the game, please!”

We instantly did as we were told. Coach brings out the cadet in all of us.

On the field West Wind called a play and Bobby Goow, Tara’s boyfriend and the team’s star defensive end, burst through the line and slammed the West Wind quarterback into the turf. Sack! It was exactly what we needed. I jumped up and down, screaming with the rest of the fans as Autumn threw her arms around me. West Wind would have to punt. We would get the ball back with fifty-one seconds to go!

My heart pounded as West Wind lined up to punt the ball. At this point, we pretty much lost the will to stay in formation. Mindy, Autumn, Chandra, Jaimee and I huddled together, clutching hands, holding our breath with the rest of the Sand Dune fans. The ball arched through the air, end over end, and came down right in the hands of…

Daniel Healy! My boyfriend! My boyfriend was going to have the chance to win the game!

Well, my maybe-boyfriend. We hadn’t actually said the boyfriend/girlfriend words yet, but we would. Soon. I hoped. In my head he was already my boyfriend. But then, a lot of things go on inside my head.

Anyway, now Daniel was running down the field. He dodged. He weaved. A huge West Wind player came flying toward him and Daniel ducked out of the way and stayed on his feet. The defender sailed right over Daniel and crashed into the ground. It was a total highlight-reel moment. I could just hear the SportsCenter theme music playing in my ear.

“Oh my God! Go!” I shouted. “Go, Daniel! Run!”

There was nothing but open field in front of him. Suddenly he was zooming across the fifty…the forty…the thirty.

“Go! Go! Go!” we screamed, jumping up and down.

There was only one defender anywhere near him. The guy reached out to grab Daniel’s jersey just as he crossed into the end zone, but Terrell Truluck appeared out of nowhere and took him out. Crack! A sweet block. And Daniel was in! Touchdown!

“Touchdown, number thirty-two, Daniel Healy!” The announcer called out as the entire team huddled and jumped and thrust their helmets into the air. Daniel and Terrell jumped up and smacked chests, celebrating. I hugged everybody in sight. We were up by three! We could really win this one!

Adam Rider kicked the extra point and now all we had to do was stop West Wind on the next play. They would have one shot for a Hail Mary. One shot to beat us.

Adam kicked the ball off. The entire squad was huddled together. Tara rubbed her ribbon like it was Aladdin’s lamp. Some guy on West Wind caught the ball. If he could do what Daniel had just done, West Wind would win. But Bobby wasn’t having any of it. He raced upfield and before the returner had taken a step, Bobby smacked into him head-on, drilling him into the ground.

Time ran out. And the world pretty much exploded.

“We won! We won!” Jaimee shouted in my ear.

The entire football team rushed the field. The Sand Dune stands emptied out in a wave of insanity. Everyone was hugging me and screaming and twirling around. The band was playing “Nah nah nah nah! Nah nah nah nah! Hey, hey, hey! Good-bye!” Which was exactly what the West Wind fans had chanted at us when they had beaten us last time. So there.

Flashbulbs popped. Someone was taking a ton of pictures and purple dots floated across my vision. All I could think was, I have to find Daniel! He’s the hero! My maybe-boyfriend is the hero of the county championship!

I spun around in the crowd and there he was, looking right at me from midfield as his teammates slapped his back and celebrated around him. His hair was matted to his head with sweat and his face was smudged with dirt and grime. My heart stopped and then slammed into my rib cage in total elation. In that split second I imagined the movie moment in my mind. I would jump into his arms. He would lift me off my feet and twirl me around, my cheerleading pleats flying….

“Daniel!”

Out of nowhere, Sage raced across the field and into Daniel’s arms. Suddenly I was watching the movie reel exactly as I had imagined it, but I had been bumped from the starring role. Daniel laughed as he hugged Sage and swept her off her feet. Her blonde hair bounced like a shampoo ad as she clutched him in blatant adoration. Daniel wasn’t hugging me. He was hugging his evil ex. My heart dried up like a tomato in the sun.

How could he hug her? They were broken up! And she had treated him like dirt, cheating on him with my very own brother in front of a house party full of people! And hello? He was supposed to be hugging me!

I had been crushing on Daniel since the moment I met him on my first day of school, and it had almost killed me when I found out he was dating Miss Britney-Clone, Sage Barnard. Okay, that may be overstating it, but still. I had pined from afar until she cheated and they broke up. I was all ready to be a shoulder to cry on for him, but then he admitted to me that he had been thinking about breaking up with her for a while. Eureka! And soon we were becoming maybe-boyfriend-and-girlfriend.

So I ask again, why was he hugging her?

“Annisa!”

Terrell Truluck—wide receiver, friend of Daniel’s, thrower of sick blocks—stepped out of the crowd. He had a white streak of yard-line powder on the dark skin of his forearm and his shaved head was glistening.

“Whooooo! We did it!” he shouted, grabbing me up in a hug. I hugged him back, letting him swing me around, and forced a smile. With his movie-star smile and deep brown eyes, Terrell was pretty much a lock to win best-looking in his class, so if I couldn’t hug Daniel, I supposed he wasn’t a bad substitute.

“Great game!” I told him as he put me down again.

And then Daniel was there at my side. “Not as great as this playah!” Terrell shouted, slapping hands with Daniel. Daniel grinned and they did the manly, one-armed hug thing before Daniel finally, finally stepped up to me and enveloped me in his arms.

He smelled like a gym sock. His jersey was soaked through. Some mud rubbed off on my cheek. Still, I had never felt so relieved.

“You do realize you just won the game,” I said to him. “You personally.”

Daniel grinned sheepishly. “Nah. It was a team effort.”

“Yeah, you just keep telling yourself that,” I said. “That was an amazing run.”

“Thanks,” Daniel said as the celebration continued around us. “The guys are all going back to Crush’s house for a party, but I was thinking…maybe we could go to Dolly’s first? Just you and me? For some victory fries?”

My pulse raced so hard that my body temperature skyrocketed. See? He’s totally my boyfriend. He was probably hugging Sage only because she threw herself at him…right? One of these days that girl was going to have to start dealing with the fact that Daniel was my boyfriend now.

Maybe.

“I’m there,” I said.

“Sweet,” he replied.

He was just about to kiss me when a bunch of guys emerged from the crowd and lifted him up off his feet, hoisting him over their shoulders. I laughed at Daniel’s stunned expression. The mob went wild when they saw the hero of the moment lifted up above their heads. A couple of reporters from the local cable station approached the insanity, gunning for Daniel.

“It could be a while!” Daniel shouted down to me as he was bumped away.

“I’ll be here!” I shouted back.

And then I did what any self-respecting cheerleader would do. I leaped into the psychotic throng.

• • •

“Oy. You are just all kinds of barf-worthy right now,” Bethany Goow said to me as we walked toward the West Wind High parking lot with the rest of the Sand Dune crowd.

“Gee, thanks,” I replied with an eye roll. “And did you just say ‘oy’? Are you Yiddish all of a sudden?”

“I can ‘oy’ if I want to ‘oy,’” she grumbled.

Actually, Bethany Goow could say pretty much anything and get away with it. She of the black eyeliner, black nail polish and jewelry that could probably double as weaponry was my best friend at Sand Dune High. The antithesis of all my other friends who loved school and loved life, Bethany hated pretty much everything around her. Except me. And her website, sucks-to-be-us.com. She reserved a special place in her bile pit for her brother, Bobby Goow, his girlfriend, Tara Timothy, and all the cheerleaders, football players and pep-squad members at SDH. Again, except for me. She came to the games only to support me—and crack herself up by mocking everybody else.

I so wished I could introduce her to Jordan Trott, my bff from Jersey. The two of them practically shared the same brain from a thousand miles away. Unfortunately, I hadn’t even talked to Jordan in days. We were both so busy lately, it seemed like all we had time for was prolonged phone tag. But I would have to get her on the phone tonight. Jordan lived for a juicy SDH update and she would know exactly what to say to make me feel better about the whole Daniel and Sage situation.

“Seriously, could you stop blushing for five seconds so I don’t have to hurl on Sage Barnard’s backpack,” she said, glancing up ahead. She frowned thoughtfully. “Actually…that could be interesting—”

“Be my guest,” I grumbled.

“Sweet,” Bethany said, rubbing her hands together.

“No! I’m just kidding!” I cried, grabbing her arm. “I’m not blushing anymore.” While I wouldn’t mind seeing Sage’s face if someone barfed on her, I wasn’t quite jerky enough to let it happen.

“Okay, so, I really want you to do an exposé on this whole nationals thing for the site,” Bethany said, unwrapping a Tootsie Pop and shoving it in her mouth. “You could go around and ask all the cheerleaders which is their preferred eating disorder of the moment and—”

“Bethany!” I said with a groan. “I thought we were working on our stereotypes!”

Her dark eyes widened. “I am! I just—”

There went that flashbulb again, going off like a strobe light in my face. I squinted and instinctively raised my hands. Before I knew what was happening, I heard a scuffle, and when I was able to focus again, Bethany had a tall, skinny guy in a blue polo shirt pinned up against the chain-link fence that ran all around the football field. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him. Maybe it was the look of terror in his eyes that was throwing me off.

“Bethany!” Jaimee gasped, jogging up from behind us.

“Somebody’s been working out,” the kid said.

Bethany ripped the camera out of his hand and let his neck go. “Ever hear of personal space?” she asked.

He looked and smirked. “Ever hear of small claims court? ‘Cause if you break my camera, that’s where we’ll be.”

“No need to sue,” I said. “Bethany, give the nice boy his camera back.”

Bethany narrowed her eyes and offered up the digital camera. The kid checked it over quickly, making sure nothing was broken. He looked at me and sort of half smiled, and suddenly I knew why I knew him. This was the guy. The guy who had taken the most humiliating picture of my life. I hated this guy.

A few weeks back, during my very first pep rally at Sand Dune High, I had gotten overzealous and missed the foot placement on one of our pyramids. Thanks to my supreme klutziness, the whole stunt had gone down and this kid had snapped a picture of me with my skirt up and my briefs on display. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he had slapped it on the front page of the school newspaper, the Weekly Catch, for all the world to see and save.

“Annisa, this is Steven Schwinn,” Jaimee said with her ever-present bright smile. “Steven is one of my best friends. We’ve known each other since we were about five years old and he knocked on my door and asked my parents if he could swim in our pool. He already had his swimmies on and a mask and everything. And he was, like, breathing through a snorkel. I thought he was going to faint. It was so cute. So anyway, when he said he wanted to meet you, I told him I would introduce you, natch. You don’t mind, do you?”

Did I mention that Jaimee is a natural babbler? And she asks permission for basically everything. I wonder if her parents are really strict.

“It’s a pleasure, milady,” Steven said. He lifted his camera and snapped a picture of my undoubtedly ill-looking face.

“Did you just call her ‘milady’?” Bethany said, amused.

“You have a problem with chivalry?” Steven asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Yeah, it was very chivalrous when you took a picture of me with my skirt over my head and published it for the entire school to enjoy,” I said flatly.

“That was one of my favorite shots of all time,” Steven said proudly. He looked into his viewfinder and adjusted some knob or other. “I have it blown-up on the bulletin board in the Weekly Catch office. You know, you should autograph it for us!”

Unbelievable. I looked at Bethany. “Him, you can barf on.”

“Annisa!” Jaimee said, wide-eyed. She looked at Bethany like she thought Bethany was actually going to stick her finger down her throat.

Steven lifted his free hand. “I was just doing my job!”

“You have to take that picture down,” I told him. “I’ll beg if you want me to.”

“Real-ly?” he said with a kind of suggestive grin.

“Okay, you don’t know me well enough to look at me like that,” I said.

“You’re right. I’m sorry,” Steven said. “Consider me shamed.”

“I’d like to consider you invisible,” Bethany said, rolling her eyes.

“I second that.”

Bethany and I shook our heads and rejoined the crowd. I couldn’t believe Jaimee was friends with this nutcase. But then again, Jaimee was one of those super-nice people who could be friends with anyone. You had to love that about her.

I noticed that Sage, Whitney, Tara, Bobby and Christopher had stopped up ahead to chat. I had no idea where Daniel had disappeared to, but my guess was he was being interviewed by those reporters who had corralled him after the game. My maybe-boyfriend the celebrity.

“You’re going to have to get used to me, Annisa,” Steven said, failing to take our not-so-subtle hints. He fell into step with me. “I’m going to be covering all of the squad’s events from now until nationals. You know, following you all on your road to glory.”

“He’s doing a retrospectacle,” Jaimee said.

“I think you mean retrospective,” Felice put in, walking up behind us.

“Yeah, right,” Jaimee said, blushing slightly. “Anyway, he’s even coming on the bus with us and everything. Coach Holmes said it was okay.”

“Great. Maybe you can get a shot of me snoring with drool coming out of my mouth,” I told him.

“Funny,” he said. He whipped out a digital planner and powered it up. “So I want to schedule a time to meet with you one day this week. What’s good for you? I’m free Tuesday.”

“Why do you want to meet with me?” I asked.

“To interview you for my piece,” he said, like it was obvious.

“Again, the question ‘why me?’ comes to mind.”

“Yeah, why her?” Sage added, jumping into the conversation as we passed her by. I saw Bethany’s fingers curl into fists. Sage’s very voice sent Bethany’s undies into a twist. Mine too, actually.

What was really irritating about her was that I had thought we were starting to become friends—or at least calling a truce. I mean, she had apologized to me for all the crappy stuff she had done to me in my first weeks on the squad. I had thought that meant something. But ever since regionals when Daniel had kissed me for luck instead of her, she had been back to her super-bitchy ways.

“Well, you’re the new girl on the squad,” Steven said, addressing me and ignoring Sage. Nice. Maybe I did like this guy. “You’re from New Jersey and I heard you never competed before. You’re the perfect human-interest piece.”

“Please! Her?” Sage said, pulling a disgusted face. “She’s so unphotogenic!”

How this girl is in honors English with me, I have no idea.

“Sage!” Jaimee scolded.

“I’m not sure that’s a word,” Felice said.

“Whatever, I’m just trying to be honest!” Sage replied. “Really, Annisa, your hair is, like, ripped from I Love the 90s.”

“You sure you don’t want me to barf on her?” Bethany asked.

“Ew! What are you even doing here?” Sage said to Bethany. “Shouldn’t you be under a rock somewhere?”

“And shouldn’t you be off getting your lip waxed?” Bethany shot back.

Sage gasped, brought her hand to her lip and scurried off. Good riddance.

“Does she really need a lip wax?” I asked.

“Please! Haven’t you ever seen her in natural light?” Bethany asked. “It’s like Chewbacca molted up there.”

“So, about the article,” Steven said.

“Look, I got dibs on Annisa’s story for my website,” Bethany told him, looping her arm around my shoulders. “So you can just take your little camera and go interview the water boy or something.”

“You can’t have an exclusive on her!” Steven replied, his jaw dropping. “I work for the official SDH newspaper. We take priority over your underground web crap.”

“Web crap? Oh, you are so dead!”

Omigod. The press was arguing over me.

“You guys!” I said, stopping in my tracks. “This isn’t about me! It’s about the squad!”

I was no different from anyone else on my team. Well, unless you counted the short brown hair and the occasional—occasional—pyramid-obliterating clumsiness. Besides, my relationship with most of my team was sketchy enough as it was. After all, I had made the squad only when two other members had been tossed over getting caught drinking—an event most of the team blamed me for, thinking that I had tattled on their fallen teammates. (Not true, but people believe what they want to believe.) The last thing I needed was for any of them to think I was trying to steal the spotlight or hog the glory.

“If anyone’s doing a story on nationals, it should be about the team,” I said firmly.

“That’s just it. I’m doing a bunch of pieces, so I need a lot of different angles,” Steven told me.

“That’s why they call it a retrospective,” Felice put in.

“Exactly,” Steven said. “You’ll just be one angle of many.”

“Come on, Annisa, you should totally do it,” Jaimee said. “I mean, if you want to,” she added with a shrug. “You don’t want to turn down your fifteen minutes, do you? I mean, unless you do.”

“If you don’t do an interview, I’m going to do the piece anyway,” Steven said. “I’ll just have to talk to your teammates instead. Sage Barnard seemed like she might have a lot to say…”

“You wouldn’t,” I said.

“Try me,” he replied.

Bethany stuck her finger in her mouth and tilted her head toward him suggestively.

“Come on, Annisa! You should do it! Free press!” Felice said.

I sighed in resignation. “All right, fine. I’ll do the interview,” I said, my shoulders slumping as I started walking again.

“Freakin’ mainstream press,” Bethany grumbled under her breath.

I smirked and kicked at a soda cup in my path. Maybe Jaimee was right. Maybe it was time for my fifteen minutes. Well, at least my fifteen minutes with my skirt on properly.


[image: ]

“Annisa, I think you’re going vain on me,” Bethany said on Monday morning, picking a poppy seed from her teeth with her fingernail. No chance of her worrying about appearances.

I stared at my reflection in my locker mirror and blew out a sigh. I had experimented with a new gel that morning with disastrous results. My hair was all slicked to the side with a random curl at the end and a kind of shiny veneer. I had been going for supermodel slick, but instead looked like a forty-year-old soccer mom. The blue-collared shirt I had decided to wear did not help the situation. I wouldn’t have been surprised if someone had mistaken me for the French II substitute.

“I just don’t understand what it’s doing,” I said, pulling a brush through it for the ninety-fifth time. It sprang right back into place.

“Here! Solution!” Mindy piped in. She pulled her well-worn Miami Heat baseball cap out of her bag and handed it to me.

“But I hate the Heat,” I told her. “I’m a Knicks fan. This would be, like, traitorous.”

“You said like! Twenty-five cents!” Bethany trilled.

“You have been spending way too much time at my house,” I told her. My dad charges me twenty-five cents for every superfluous like I utter. Lately Bethany had become his in-school representative. Of course, I had yet to pay her a dime.

“Fine. I’ll let this one slide,” she said, leaning back against the locker next to mine.

“Come on, Annisa. The Knicks have sucked for so long, I don’t think anyone would blame you for a small amount of disloyalty,” Mindy said with a grin.

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that, to save our friendship,” I told her.

It was so great that Mindy loved sports as much as I did. I wasn’t used to being able to talk basketball smack with other girls.

“It’s the hat or the helmet head,” Bethany said with a yawn. “You decide.”

I pulled the hat on and checked my reflection one more time. The gray cap was soft and broken-in and looked completely cute on me. As long as my brother, Gabe, and my dad never found out I had worn it, I would be okay.

I turned around and found Steven Schwinn’s camera right in my face. He snapped a picture and grinned. His brown hair was slicked down, looking disturbingly similar to my own. Suddenly I was super grateful for Mindy’s Heat hat.

“Could you warn me before you do that?” I asked with a grimace.

“I like spontaneous moments,” Steven said.

“Too bad he hasn’t spontaneously combusted,” Bethany said. Mindy snorted a laugh, then slapped her hand over her mouth in embarrassment. Bethany smirked, but didn’t pounce. Was it just me, or were those two getting along better lately?

“Okay, you need to erase that picture,” I told Steven. “I can
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