











Butterflies

By Dominique Garlington

Friday, March 29th, 1996...8 Days Until Nationals


The blaring chords of "Wonderwall" jolted me from a restless sleep. "Today is gonna be the day…" But today wasn't just any day—it was the day my future would soar or crash. And I was late.
Bolting upright, I ignored the lingering scent of last night's pizza on my hoodie and the grass stains on my jeans as I scrambled to get ready. There was no time to reminisce. Today, Coach was announcing the competition team roster for Nationals, and every second I wasted was another step closer to disaster.
With the urgency of a heart racing toward its destiny, I brushed my teeth in record time, splashed water on my face to erase the traces of sleep, and grabbed my backpack from a heap on the floor. It was the last day before spring break, a beacon of hope in the chaos of my morning rush.
Yet, amidst the frenzy, a singular thought pierced through the tumult of my mind with the clarity of a bell: today was the day my cheer coach would announce the names of those competing in the national championship in Daytona, Florida. Today wasn't just any day; it was a day that could define my future.
To evade other students, I dashed across the small campus of Albany Community College in my best Emmitt Smith impression. I regretted wearing this black hoodie, baking like a potato under the hot sun. My forehead was dripping sweat. Why am I always doing this to myself? I run late every morning and sprint all over campus just to be a little less late than I already am.
For some reason, everyone in the classroom erupted in applause when I burst through the door. In addition to me, there were 20 people in the class. Even the professor clapped, leaving me utterly confused.

I stood there dizzy and out of breath from my mad dash across campus and two flights of stairs, my shoes squeaking on every step, wet from the morning dew on the grass.
"Mr. Lee," my professor said as she signaled for the class to stop. "It's truly a pleasure to have you join us."
My head was spinning, and I was unsure what to say or do, so I just smiled and told her it was my pleasure. Then, I made my way to the back of the classroom, still struggling to catch my breath.
My embarrassment grew as I realized what had just happened. I guess it's a sign that I must be on time for things instead of waiting until the last minute.
After that, the rest of the day was a drag. Time seems to crawl, especially when you're looking forward to something. I was late to my other classes, too, but they lacked the fanfare of the first. My next professor gave me dirty looks despite the sparse attendance—most students had probably started their break early. In hindsight, I should have skipped all my classes today, but Coach would have kicked my ass, jeopardizing my spot on the competition team. Besides, we were only turning in papers, and I only had one midterm, a speech about overcoming adversity.
Lunchtime was my favorite part of the day. Like clockwork, I got two slices of pepperoni Brooklyn-style pizza and a large orange soda from the cafeteria every day. It had become a comforting habit. With my food tray in hand, I headed to our "cheer table," a cluster of three tables where my teammates and I gathered.
Sitting with my teammates was always eventful. Silvia, a fiery Mexican from Minnesota, and Addian, a muscular powerhouse from Texas, had a knack for provoking each other. Today was no different. As soon as I sat down, their heated debate resumed. Silvia’s sharp wit and Addian’s

unyielding stubbornness were a volatile mix. Their bickering was almost a ritual, and I couldn’t help but think it was only a matter of time before Addian reached across the table to drag Silvia by her hair.
As I watched them argue, a sense of camaraderie filled me. These chaotic moments reminded me why I loved being part of the team. Despite the tension and occasional drama, we were a family bound by our shared experiences and goals. And as much as I dreaded my morning sprints and the dirty looks from my professors, these lunchtime arguments were a reminder that some things were worth the hassle.
"Addian, what the hell are you talking about?" Silvia’s voice cut through the din of the cafeteria.

Addian smirked, leaning back in his chair. "It’s like you keep complaining about what Curtis doesn’t do and running back to him!" His eyes scanned the table, seeking validation. "Bitch, I don’t get it! You keep complaining about a dude that can’t even say spaghetti correctly."
Silvia’s eyes narrowed, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "At least I got a man to complain about while you’re out here just giving it up to every blue-eyed boy with abs!"
It took everything not to laugh and have my orange soda shoot through my nose, but it made me cough hard because I swallowed down the wrong pipe. My other teammate, Taj, slapped the hell out of my back to help free me from my coughing fit.
"Now Silvia, don’t you come for Addian because he’s got much love to give," laughed Taj.

Taj came from Missouri, and he’s constantly had to be the peacekeeper for these two, except when he’s annoyed. Then I’ll have to calm him down, which is much more complicated than it sounds. He was a gentle giant, invariably well-dressed, and always wore a bow tie with his outfit for

the day. I learned so much about life and cheer from these three, including Curtis, when I got to Albany, and they took me under their wings. It would be impossible for me to survive without them.
Following lunch, I attended my last class before the break, a freshman seminar class with fellow Kentucky freshman Reagan. You couldn't help but smile back at her with her long dark brown hair, sun-kissed skin, thick southern accent, and a big smile. Typically, we would skip class and hang out at the cheerleading gym until practice began, but Coach did a random classroom check last week to make sure everyone was in class, and when we weren't there, he made us pay and by us, I mean the whole team while we watched. I slept with one eye open for about two days after that practice because of the looks we got from our teammates.
The class was empty, but no matter how many students were there, our professor always had class. As we didn’t do much but fill out the four-year college applications we brought into class and discuss our futures after Albany, it was the perfect time for me to nap. It was difficult for me to contribute to the lesson since I had no idea about my future, especially since this was only my freshman year. I was impressed by the clarity with which other students described their lives. When asked where I saw myself in two years, I had no answer other than cheering somewhere that doesn’t suck.
Despite my desire to sleep, I didn’t mind sitting and talking to Reagan. The two of us barely spoke, although we had some classes together. She complained about her friends taking a girls’ trip to Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, for their spring break. I would have enjoyed a vacation with some old friends from high school, like my best friend Kyle, who I haven’t seen since we graduated. In the same way, as I was excited about the competition season, she was as well. I knew my level of enthusiasm was totally different from hers.
"Codi, Codi! Get up!"

I felt myself being shaken awake on both of my shoulders. In a flash, my eyes opened, and my cheek was covered with drool. Reagan and Tiffany continued to shake my shoulders to wake me up.
I yelled, "I’m up!"

After picking up my bag, Tiffany said, "We. Gots. To. Go!"

In a panic, Reagan grabbed her notebook off the ground and said, "The list will be up anytime now!"

I was drawn to the clock and realized Coach planned to post the list in 10 minutes. My knee slammed into the table as I exited my chair. As I sat for a while, I began to reassemble myself, but Reagan wasn’t having any of it.
“Get up, Codi!” she demanded while grabbing me out of my seat and dragging me by my arm towards the door to an antsy Tiffany. It was hard to believe someone so little could be so strong.
The entire team sat outside the building when we arrived at the gym. Several people are sitting alone, while others talk about how quickly the campus cleared out and how it’s like a ghost town with only us living here. Under the big oak tree was my good friend Cuyler, whom we all called "Big Wool." He is a heavy sweater, a joke that never fails to crack us up. He was very nervous about the list coming out as he sweated through his baby blue-collar shirt. Cuyler was always the most confident on the team, yet even he seemed on edge as we waited for the results. Despite his anxiousness, his fun-loving spirit never dimmed.


When I asked him if he was okay, he looked up with blue eyes and shook his head no. He talked about how nervous he was about this list when I asked what was on his mind. Cuyler's

cheerleading was superb; he had nothing to worry about. He was what Coach called a "man child" built like a giant, like a lumberjack, beard included; he looked about 30 years old despite being 18. From tryouts on, he's been my best friend. I was much more nervous than he was last year, and he had to reassure me I would be okay when we awaited tryout results. Today is my turn to do the same for him.

At the same time, the team was growing restless, and, most importantly, Silvia was getting annoyed with waiting. It was evident that she was irritated. Our coach appeared at the glass door of the gymnasium, looked at us, nodded, and taped the list to the door. Then he walked back up the stairs to his office. Cuyler and I hung out longer as everyone else swarmed the list. Others were crying and visibly heartbroken, while some were screaming and celebrating. Others looked angry at Coach for posting the list on the door. Instead of telling those who didn't make the cut directly, this was communicated indirectly.


We approached the door as the crowd slowly dispersed. The closer we got, the more my palms sweated and the more butterflies flew in my stomach. I wasn't surprised to see Cuyler's name at the top of the list when we searched for his name. His breath smelled like the fish tacos from lunch as he breathed a massive sigh of relief. My search for my name continued. As my stomach began to turn, I felt sick.
“Codi Lee...ALTERNATE”

Immediately, my mouth dried up, and this day quickly became a nightmare. My heart was broken as I felt a wave of emotion wash over me. As my teammates stood and celebrated, I felt out of place in the crowd of people watching and talking about how excited they were to travel to Daytona. My only thought was to get to my dorm room the fastest so I could be away from everyone.

As I passed the people still lingering around the gym, I could feel their eyes watching me. Silvia and Addian tried to talk to me, but all I could see were their mouths moving. I couldn't hear what they said as I walked down the street. Cuyler hugged me, but I quickly pushed him aside. I just knew that the floodgates to emotions would wreak havoc, and that was something I couldn't have others witness. Walking away, it felt like time moved through the thickest quicksand in the world. Walking further away from everyone, I fell deeper into this dreadful reality.

As I made my way to my dorm room, I was overwhelmed with feelings of despair and exclusion. Tears streaming down my face, I couldn't help but think that I wasn't meant to experience triumph or joy like my teammates were.
I barraged through my door. Suddenly, I was flooded with emotions, like a storm hitting me from all sides. All my strength was put into slamming my door shut. It's hard to believe I've been busting my ass since arriving in this shitty town! Is it possible for Coach to ignore my hard work like that? He brought me here to Albany, fucking Organ, from Dallas, Texas, only to screw me out of what I blatantly worked hard for!


As I cried harder, I grew more mad, especially at myself. The question Why kept nagging at me. Aren't I good enough? Why do I have to keep proving myself? What the hell am I doing here? Why does no one notice Codi giving all he has? I feel lost and exhausted.


Taking a shower helps me feel better when I'm feeling down. My sadness was washed from my body as the water engulfed me, and anger began to set in. A mixture of water and tears began to drip from my face as I couldn't deal with any of this. Despite my best efforts, I couldn't calm down as the water ran down my body, and my mind was racing with what-ifs and more questions I knew I wouldn't get answers to, making things even more overwhelming.

I stepped back into my room to my phone ringing, but I just wanted to be alone and not talk to anyone. After turning on my radio, I flopped onto my bed to let Erykah Badu play through my speaker. "My money's gone; I'm all alone." I sang softly as tears ran down my face. I put my hands behind my head and stared up at my ceiling. Taking a shower helps me feel better when I'm feeling down.

“Why, why, why” is all that floated in my head, and I couldn't find any way to answer any of my whys.
The phone rang again. I picked it up, slammed it back onto the receiver, and yanked the cord out of the wall. I threw it in my dirty clothes hamper. I don’t understand how hard it is to realize when someone doesn't want to be bothered! I turned my stereo up loud and sang my heart out, trying to drown out the outside world because it hates me so much.
I drifted off into an emotional nap while singing along with Miss. Erykah Badu. Suddenly, my curtains flew open, and I jumped out of bed in nothing but a towel and armed with my steel baseball bat in hand. I always kept it near my bed, ready to knock the block off anyone who entered that window!


“Who the hell is there?’” I shouted in fear. “Fucking show yourself before I knock yo ass out!”



My teammate Rio popped his head through my window, laughing and grabbing my bat out of my hands.


“Fool,” he laughed, “get your depressed ass up; we gotta head to Seth’s!” laughing off my threats.

“I ain't going,” I challenged in my full Texas accent, sounding a lot thicker because of all the emotions, “Shouldn't you be out chasing some freshman tail before she heads home to her boyfriend’s?”
The way Rio stared at me with a smile creeped me out. Then he laughed, nodding his head in agreement with what I just said, reassuring me that I was right, but all the freshmen girls had already left for spring break, which made me laugh despite my upset.
“Soo, um, you’re going to get dressed, right?” he said, laughing at me, trying to go back to making a serious face.
As he hopped out of my window, he told me to hurry my ass up and get dressed. My eyes rolled in irritation at what had just happened.
I yelled behind him. “WHY DO YOU KEEP COMING IN AND OUT OF MY WINDOW? ” I
yelled behind him.



[bookmark: _][bookmark: After_getting_dressed,_I_met_up_with_Rio]After getting dressed, I met up with Rio, leaning on the hood of his old beat-up 1984 Volkswagen van, which he called "Space Oddisey" after the David Bowie song, with his arms crossed and a shite-eating grin, the same grin he always wore. Although I never asked why he called his car "Space Odyssey," I guessed it had to do with girls and probably the heavy aroma of weed.
There was such an overwhelming smell of weed in the car that sitting in it for a few seconds would make you feel like you had just smoked a freshly rolled joint; I will be honest: I enjoyed it.


"Dealing with your sad ass, we're already late!" he said while punching me in the arm. "I should've been drunk fifteen minutes ago."


As I rolled my eyes, I snapped, “I TOLD YOU I didn't want to go! ”

Rio assured me that the team wanted me there tonight. A setback should not destroy me, he explained. Although he was right, it was tough to listen to him. This is especially true since he made the competition team and I didn't, so it was challenging to listen to his advice. I forced a smile onto my face, thanked him for his encouragement, and rested my head on the window. The task seemed impossible, but I knew I had to keep fighting. I hope to figure it out for the next opportunity to prove myself, but it looks like a long shot.

The way Rio sees the world has always been very unique. It may be because Rio is from California; I've met many people from there at school, and most of the ones I've met are laid-back. Rio is the first black person I've ever met who skateboards and lives an alternative lifestyle with such an infectious personality that it just draws people to him because of his good energy and the way he's always holding a party in his head. No matter who you are, you're invited. His flat-top haircut reminded me of Kid from the movie "House Party," he dances like Bobby Brown from New Edition.


My teammate's cars crowded Seth's driveway and the lot across the street when we pulled up to his house. Seth's house was the "cheer house." It was a cute blue house with a wrap-around porch and a large yard. Our rookie status meant we had to cut the lawn every weekend and plant and water Seth's garden, which he hated because we could never get it looking how he wanted. I hated shoveling the driveway in the winter because the snow was heavy, organ winters were brutal, and the driveway was long. Usually, we come here to drink, party, have team meetings, or just get away from campus. Things are going to be different tonight. The initiation process is finally coming to a close for us rookies as we earn our letter, as all previous teams have since Albany cheerleading's infancy.

Rookies have jumped through hoops over the past couple of months to please these vets. We had an egg-eating contest one night where we actually ate an entire egg; I almost choked on a shell that went down the wrong way after performing "Barbie Girl" while crossdressing afterward and sucking on the helium tank. This vet, Miguel, saved my life by performing the Heimlich maneuver. We had to drink a gallon of the most disgusting concoction called Albany OJ, a mixture of alcohol, hot sauce, chewing tobacco, and more. After drinking that, all eight rookies were sick for a week!
However, with it being the final night, the fear of the unknown set in more deeply than ever.


OG, the team's elder statesman, loved being an Albany Knight so much that when he learned that we would compete in Daytona, Florida, for the first time in program history, he intentionally failed just so he could come back. His love for this program has no bounds! Seth grew up in Hidden Hills, California, and his family comes from a wealthy family. However, he speaks very little about his family's wealth. During the football season, his father pulled up in a car that we'd only seen celebrities on television driving in, the only way we knew he had money. The truth is, Seth does not brag about any of that and works for his own money at a Mexican restaurant called Tortilla Brothers right here in town. Still, I'm pretty sure his father pays for his house.


Some veterans stood on the wrap-around porch while we rookies gathered in the front yard.

There were faint rumbles of thunder in the distance as the clouds turned dark gray. Many of my rookie classmates complained about the weather, especially in the windy conditions. Victoria, a sophomore from Colorado, explained to us our final activities for the day:


"All you rookies need to do is race us vets to the train station downtown without being seen." Ezra, a fellow rookie, leaned over to me, saying, "Sounds easy enough, better than us chasing the chickens last weekend." And I hated those damn chickens.

But just as I let myself get comfortable with the idea that it would be a simple task tonight, Daymond, another veteran, popped up laughing as if he was reading my mind.
"It's not as easy as it sounds. First, you'll have to strip down to your underwear, and I promise you that the last thing any of you want is for us to catch us because.."
Within seconds, we were being sprayed with ice-cold water from water guns in all directions!
As we hurried to rip our clothes off and sprinted through the wooded area near the house, Ezra was blasted in the face with a green water balloon as he stood beside me.


I ran into the woods in a panic. Our feet crunched under the weight of leaves and twigs as we ran zigzagging and zipping.
Running directly in front of me, Keith had an egg explode on his massive back.

A clenched jaw erupts in anger as his eyes bulge out. "These fuckers have eggs!" he yells.

Suddenly, two more eggs zoomed past us, hitting a nearby tree, and a female screamed, "Oh my God, they hit me!" Once Keith and I caught up with the rest of the group, we saw Tiffany lying tragically on the ground as if a shotgun had killed her. Her hair was covered in yoke and eggshells.
Immediately, she and Cuyler got into an argument.



He shouted, "Get your ass up!".

In response, Reagan quickly came to Tiffany's aid, demanding that he stop speaking to her like that. The confrontation erupted into a series of conflicts.


Tiffany snapped, "I am not playing anymore.". "My leg hurts, and my hair is a mess, and on top of it all.." before she could finish, footsteps rushed towards us.
"RUUUUUN!" Kristine cried.

Tiffany was in my arms as I hauled her through the woods like Forrest Gump sprinting through the jungles of Vietnam. Daymond, Rio, and Miguel appeared around 20 feet away, their faces covered in camouflage paint. In the chaos, I was hit with an egg in the back of my leg, and more flew past me, hitting anyone they touched. Upfront, everyone was groaning and screaming.

By the time we reached the end of the woods, I could only imagine what people would say if they saw us. I'm glad this crazy shit only happens at night under the streetlights. After Tiffany leaped out of my hands, we caught up to the rest of the rookies. To avoid mishaps, we devised a plan to move as cautiously as possible to the train station. Moving between buildings and hiding behind parked cars, we ducked into alleyways. Despite the wind and rain, I was dripping sweat.


Hey guys! ” Cruyler yelled, “We’re almost there!”



“SHHH!” everyone let out angrily, but it was far too late; Tristen suddenly pulled up in his black pickup truck, cutting off our path. Veronica, Paige, and Taj started firing away with water guns while standing in the bed of the pickup truck. Rio and the rest of the veterans behind us blasted us with water balloons. Honestly, balloons were better than eggs, but they still hurt when connected. I tried to dodge the balloons, but it was no use. I was getting hit no matter which way I turned, and I was left with bits of balloons stuck to my chest and legs. It was like being in a war zone but with more colorful ammunition.


While ambushed, the rest of the team surrounded us with their high beams shining on us while we rookies were in the middle. They all honked repeatedly. The noise and light created an intense, overwhelming sensation, exposing us and bringing this feeling of not being able to move. It felt like being moths in a bug zapper!

"Get in the fucking truck, rooks!" Jackie demanded with her thick Chicago accent.


After reluctantly boarding the truck, we took off in the opposite direction of the train station. There was a sharp and cold wind. As the night sky darkened, a light drizzle fell. Our only means of keeping warm were eggshells, yokes, and bits of balloons. Trying to stay warm, the eight of us huddled together. However, the wind continued to pierce our wet, half-naked bodies, making the trip feel endless. The cold air seeped into my bones, and my teeth chattered. My body shivered with each gust of wind, and the faster the truck drove, the ruthless rain hit my bare back.


When the road turned into gravel, the truck came to a hard stop, making me feel like I was going to fly out the back window. Vets yelled for us to get out of the truck as more vets poured out of their cars with flashlights. We rushed to the dock of Waverly Lake and lined up along the pier, holding hands. It was the coldest night I have ever experienced; I was shivering so hard.


"I. Just. Want. To. Go. Home!" whined Ezra



Taking a hard squeeze in his hand, I snapped at him to stop talking. A wince escaped his lips. Trying to free his hand, he yelled, "You're hurting me!" but didn't care. I just wanted this to be over before I froze to death. And I couldn't focus on what was happening if he was just attempting to talk in my ear. His constant chatter made it impossible for me to concentrate on keeping warm.


Crickets chirped as we stood silently, only our teeth chattering like wound toys. There was a beautiful reflection of the full moon in the water tonight as the ripples of the water and pita patterns from raindrops created ripples in the water. I couldn't stop shaking; the sharp winds picked up again,

this time stronger and cooler. I just wanted whatever would happen so I could get out of this cold already. I'm from Houston, Texas, which is different from the weather my body is accustomed to. I thought the snow was rough, but this is a lot worse.

In a very moving speech, Seth explained why the letters AFCF mean so much to this team, how the lake represents growth, and how the Albany Knights are integral to our future. Seth's way of speaking could always motivate anyone who listened. At the beginning of this process, I thought it was a waste of time and stupid. Seth's words really stuck with me; I felt part of something bigger than myself. More significant than all of us, even bigger than the vets.


Jackie began in a loud, proud voice, "This is your AFCF baptism." "Once you come out from under the water, the eight of you will be bonded for life by something more powerful than all of us."


Her words became heavier as she continued. Here in the dark, hand in hand with people I've grown close to in recent months. At the beginning of August, most of them were self-centered and egotistical. There was some truth to that to some extent. Still, I have grown a healthy respect and love for them all, which is why it hurts so much that I won't be able to be out on that competition mat with them when we touchdown in Daytona. But I know we've all put in countless hours of dedication, hard work, and sacrifice to get here. I'm proud of my teammates, and we'll succeed. Although it's bittersweet that I'll have to cheer them on from the sidelines.


“JUMP!” all the vets yelled at once.



My body hung in the air for a second after I jumped. It hadn't occurred to me that I couldn't swim. For as long as I live, seeing my fellow rookies jump will always be a snapshot in my mind. I

found the water to be warm. My first action was to doggy paddle to the dock edge before I started to panic. The moss gave my feet a funny squishy feeling at the bottom, like they were sinking into the ground below.

As we helped each other out of the water, the vets cheered for us. They were all smiling, their teeth gleaming in the moonlight despite the darkness. High fives were exchanged, and we were presented with baby blue armbands that read AFCF in black letters, while the women received leg bands in the same color. That blew me away. Upperclassmen wore theirs, along with those from last year, which were black with baby blue lettering. Only Seth had three, as he was here the longest.


Everyone except Shawanna, who said we smelt like sewer rats, hugged and celebrated well.

Seth and Rio tried to catch her from behind and push her into the water when she made her slick comment. Still, Rio laughed so hard that she couldn't scout them out in time. However, it would have been a fitting cap off the night if they had pulled it off.


"You all fucking reek!" Miguel said as Cuyler and I got into his car, which was named "Black SUV."

"Shut up!" his girlfriend Paige snapped while punching him in the arm. "Remember how horribly we smelled after our baptism?"
"Ouch," he said while rubbing his arm.

Paige always claimed she only gave him a love tap, but Miguel insisted she was stronger than she realized. I couldn't help but laugh with Cuyler.
I could see Paige rolling her eyes as she rolled down her window. As we moved, the wind helped alleviate the car's smell. Thank goodness the windows were rolled down because Miguel was right; it smelled very ripe. Finally, we felt we had earned veteran respect and were on equal footing. I

laughed as he sang "Hey Lover" by LL Cool J while holding Paige's hand. However, I could tell she was enjoying herself despite repeatedly saying he was ridiculous and that they were my favorite couple to be around. When the song ended, the car filled with Cuyler's bear snoring.

"Play a louder song!" but despite Paige's plea, the roar became more deafening as the music got louder. There was no blocking out the sound of the overpowering snores of Big Wool.


The moment I walked into my room, I turned on the shower. My entire body was filled with the smell of the lake. In my nostrils, the smell grew more potent. The sounds of Method Man's "Bring the Pain" filled the room as I stripped off my terrible-smelling clothes, something I usually wouldn't do. Even so, since the guy I shared the bathroom with had gone home to Utah for spring break, I figured it wouldn't be a problem. My loofah was a microphone as I rapped before the
steam-filled mirror.



“Of course, it’s the Method Man from the Wu-Tang; I be hectic and comin’ for the headpiece protect it.”


I miss home so much. I miss hanging out with my best friends Kyle and Carlton, who would play Wu-Tang instrumentals and rap them back and forth. I'll add lyrics that make us laugh instead of knowing the words. On days like this, I miss shooting shit with them in a Whataburger parking lot.
We ate cheeseburgers while arguing about movies, music, and other topics. Having not made the comp team, I wish I could have accompanied them to Vegas even more.


My phone rang before I could get comfortable in bed. When I answered, I was delighted to see my Grandmother on the other end. Just before bed, she told me she was thinking about me and

wanted to hear my voice. It is beyond my comprehension how she knows when I need to speak with her. She had a sixth sense like no other. Our conversation lasted about an hour, about school, the family, and my roommate. I was making new friends in school, but it was difficult for me to make new friends. My favorite part of talking to her was when she would tell me how proud of me she was no matter what, which made me cry because I struggled to feel proud of myself.

She always ended the conversation whenever we talked by saying, "I love you, Grandson, and I hope you are safe. Good night."


We hung up after I told her that I loved her as well. I can't wait to go home to see her again.












Saturday, March 30th 1996...7 Days Until Nationals


"WAKE YOUR ASS UP!"



My ear was filled with Cuyler screaming, his breath smelling of mint tobacco. He was not pleased with the outcome of my accidental punch to the face, but in my defense, he had it coming for scaring me out of my sleep as he did.


Holding his jaw, he yelled, "Dude!". "What the hell was that all about?"



Looking at him, I thought he was crazy. "What the hell did you think it was for!" my hand throbbed in pain. "How the hell did you get in here?"


"I've been telling your ass to start closing and locking that window before you wake up either kidnapped or in an empty room."


He was right; I hated it when he was right.

I buried my face back into the pillow. Please give me five more minutes! Despite my request, he dragged me out of bed. Despite my love for cheerleading, morning practices aren't my favorite.
The team has gotten into trouble many times because I've yet to become a morning person and be on time. As a result, Cuyler was tasked by the vets to get me up and running for morning practices since Coach said we would be turned into a cross-country team if I wasn't on time again.
During the time I was dressing, he told me what happened after everyone returned to Seth's house. His raspy voice said, "Dude, you should have been there!".
"What happened?" I asked, unsure if I really wanted to attend. "Curtis and Silva got into an argument after he got drunk!" What makes that different from any other time?"
He explained how Curtis was overbearing, asking her repeatedly why she didn't want to be with him and if she had feelings for him.

"Oh, my God!" I exclaimed in disbelief.

"Then his drunk ass tried to kiss her, and she hit him with the fastest two-piece and biscuit I've ever seen right to the face busting his lip and nose!"
“Dammmmmn!” I exclaimed in disbelief.



I couldn't believe things got physical between her and Curtis. Having said that, I am not surprised at all. I could never understand why they were always like this. Most importantly, why did people let him drink because he could barely handle liquor? Every time he got drunk, he constantly confessed his burning love for Silvia. Besides, I don't know much about their relationship except that they have been off and on as a couple. Silvia argued with Curtis in front of us.

It's never dull at OG Seth's house. While I wish I could witness it all, I know Taj and Addian would break down when I saw them.
"So, did you spend the night there?"

Despite not answering, Cuyler's face turned a bright red. I asked again, forcing him to look me in the eye.
Suddenly, he began to giggle like a schoolgirl. I was invited over for cereal by Aubrey."

My mind was boggled. "So you went to Aubrey's house, the girl you've had a crush on since tryouts. And you ate Frosted Flakes at two in the morning?"
Giggles erupted uncontrollably as he nodded.
As soon as it all clicked, I belted out, “You dirty dawg! ” and pushed him as he let out a belly laugh!


Suddenly, he stopped walking and started making weird thrusting motions with his hips. No matter how many times we get together, we always look ridiculous. He laughed even harder.
"You finally sealed the deal, huh?"
With a grin, he asked, "Wouldn't you like to know?" "Let me tell you, everyone had a great time."
I laughed and respected his decision to keep whatever happened between them, even though it wasn't hard to put it all together.

He had been smitten with Aubrey since we first came to Albany for tryouts. All summer over the phone, Cuyler talked about her long blond hair and hips and how talented she was as a cheerleader. Her talent made her one of the team's most valuable people. I've never seen anyone tumble like that that wasn't on a VHS tape. In addition to being loud as hell at times and never afraid to speak her mind, Aubrey was always a good time when the three of us hung out.
Cuyler glanced at his watch. Codi, we're going to be late!" We hurried up the hill to the gym before Coach could lock us out.

Our practice ended after two and a half hours, and we headed to the restaurant where Seth works for our weekly taco and margarita outing. Thankfully, he was working tonight, which meant free tacos and drinks if you had a fake ID. Everyone was so excited for free tacos and drinks that we couldn't wait to get to the restaurant. Seth welcomed us with a smile and a wink, and soon enough, we were all enjoying a delicious meal and drinks. It was the perfect end to a rough practice. Seth said, "Don't forget to tip your server, or else I'll charge your asses full price!"

Daymond wanted to vent his grievances after today's lengthy practices. He felt he wasn't getting the respect he deserved from Coach for his contributions to the team over the past year.


"Bro," he said, "Coach always gives me shit when I know I am the main force behind this team's success at Nationals. He continued, "It's like he refuses to give me credit for the shit I do to make this team look good. It's always about what I didn't do, and he pays attention to people who don't deserve it. I'm the real star of this team, and that's not on some cocky shit. That's just a fact!"


He's going to sprain a muscle, jerking himself off like that." Jackie whispered into my ear. My water immediately spit up after I laughed so hard. In terms of comic timing, Jackie was unbeatable.


Originally from Arizona, Daymond was full of himself. He was a star football player in high school, and every school in the country wanted him to play for them. A car accident in his junior year permanently damaged his lower back, preventing him from playing football at the next level.
Somehow, in his senior year of high school, he decided to try out for the cheer squad as a joke. This

was thanks to these girls he was trying to get along with. However, he quickly caught on to it and fell in love with the sport. He’s damn talented, but he knows it.


We usually ignore these tangents, but Triensten has an issue with Daymond that stems from last year. However, both are fraternity brothers. I have heard several different stories, ranging from one sleeping with the other's girlfriend to jealousy over who the "Top Dawg" was on the team. It really boils down to these two hate each other. Whatever the reason was, there was a lot of tension between them, and the flame of hatred was continuously growing. It eventually got to the point where they couldn't even be in the same room together. Both would do whatever they could to avoid crossing each other's path.


"I'd really appreciate it if you would just shut the hell up!" Tristen snapped from the other side of the table.


A screeching halt brought the conversations around the table to a halt, and all eyes focused on Daymond, then on Tristen again. It was as if everyone had the same "oh sh!t" look on their faces. Daymond had a fire in his eyes and looked like a lion ready to attack.

As Daymond rose from his chair, Addian whispered under his breath, "Oh, bitch, this is gonna be good." Daymond's gaze never left Tristen's. Tristen was tall and looked like he could play for a Division 1 football team or walk down a Paris runway. Anyone he crossed paths with could count on him to speak his mind. He looked like an extra from Beverly Hills 90210.


“The fuck you say to me, bro?” Daymond said as he pushed a chair to the ground that was in his way. Tristen followed suit aggressively, shoving his chair under the table.

Walking from the table head to the middle of the table where Daymond was standing, he said, "You always complain about something!". "You're always whining when people don't plant their lips firmly on your ass! Whatever you want, you still get it, but that's never good enough for you, so you sit here moaning and bitching like a newborn child that has just been smacked on the ass."

"Bro, What the fuck are you even talking about?" Daymond shot back. No one said anything to you. Your opinion wasn't sought, bro. So what I suggest is that you just shut the fuck up, bro, before I fucking beat your ass."
During their heated exchange, Tristen didn't utter a word, and they rushed toward each other. Rio grabbed Daymond quickly while Miguel and I worked to keep Tristen at bay. It was a struggle because Tristen was a lot bigger than us; he was a corn-fed Arkansas boy with legs the size of ham hocks!


“Nah, blood, y'all need to let them cats scrap it out,” encouraged Keith, clapping his hands and laughing aloud.


"Bro fucking let me go!" demanded Daymond. But Rio kept telling him that it was not worth it. Still, Daymond wasn't hearing it as he struggled to get his hands on Tristen, knocking a few glasses off the table and shattering them.


Seth and the restaurant owner rushed out from the back when they saw the commotion. Daymond was dragged out of the restaurant by Rio and Seth while still exchanging words with Tristen. Angry, the owner ordered the servers to clean up the mess and kicked us out of the restaurant. Daymond was in Rio's car as we got outside, still threatening Tristen the next time they saw each other, and Seth kept telling him to back off.

Saying, "Shut up!" and ordering Rio to get him out of there.


As Seth walked past, Tristen tried to explain what had happened. As he shook his head, he warned that if it happened again, he might get fired, so we shouldn't come around the restaurant for a while. He went back inside. This night was still young but already fixing to be an explosive one.


Every Sunday night, Jackie, Miguel, Paige, and I watched the newest episode of "Unsolved Mysteries." At the same time, we went out to party at Seth's because Miguel had recorded it on his VCR. Unfortunately, Tiffany, Tristen, and Shawna joined us even though they didn't watch the show and just wanted to discuss what happened at the restaurant.


With their dog Zi, Miguel and Paige had a lovely apartment outside campus. Their relationship began long before they arrived in Albany. When they were juniors in high school, they first met at a cheerleading camp outside Las Vegas. Paige claims that she knew she wanted to be with Miguel the moment she laid eyes on him. However, he didn't notice her.


“He’s always been so fucking clueless” Paige would often tease.



There was no mistake in what she said. Paige was so excited when she finally crossed paths with Miguel at a football game during her senior year, hoping he was still on the team, that she circled the game on the schedule for the upcoming season. The night of the game, she approached Miguel with cheer bows, candy, and her phone number at the bottom. As a result, he waited three weeks to call her, claiming the "Man Law" states a man shouldn't call her the first night he receives the number. As a result, she gave him a piece of her mind for being so slow to contact her.

To make up for it, he took her out for pizza after the football season ended and before his wrestling season began. Paige attended as many wrestling meets as he could. When they were out where Paige lived, Miguel often confronted people with something to say to them while being out. He had a fiery temper and a strong sense of justice and wouldn't back down from anyone who threatened him or Paige. At Paige's senior prom, her ex and his friends tried to jump Miguel, and Paige stopped them in their tracks, standing up for Miguel and telling them off. Miguel still claims he would have whooped their asses, but at that moment, he knew she was his ride-or-die.

It was Coach who prompted them to enroll in Albany after they met at the Nevada state competition. To prepare for the tryout, they began training together that summer. The following summer, Zi was adopted, and they moved in together.


The night went as I had predicted; there was not much “Unsolved Mysteries” watching, and mostly everyone was talking about the fight between Tristen and Daymond.


“What's up with you two?” Tiffany asked Tristen



The question instantly made Miguel and I roll our eyes. It was a can of worms we have seen open many times before, and it turned into a long-winded rant. Tristen was discussing the same tired issues between him and Damond, and neither Miguel nor I was interested in hearing about them. We both exchanged a look and tuned him out, wanting to avoid getting caught up in Tristen's whirlwind of words.


"Do we need to get him started on this? It's going to kill my whole high." Taj complained to Jackie aloud as she thumbed through an old Sports illustrated with Dennis Rodman on the cover.

Despite most of the room's protests, Tristen continued about Daymond's lack of manliness, his fatigue with people like him always getting their way, and how they were "bros." However, he ended up getting backstabbed by Daymond. "I don't feel like this team is what it used to be. We were a family back then, but I don't feel like that this year. On top of that, he is my frat brother, but he does things that brothers shouldn't do to me..."

There seemed to be no end to Tristen's talking. Miguel rolled his eyes as he started to spark his bong. It would have been good to have brought my CD player to tone this out. Paige sat with Shawana and Tiffany, listening to Tristen vent like he was in a therapist's office as he laid out on the couch and repeated the same things over and over until Jackie got tired and got up from the kitchen counter, coughing after a heavy bong hit.


"Wow, you're such a buzzkill right now! Tristen sat up quickly. Jackie slammed the magazine to the table and stood up, facing Tristen as he stood up with his "You sit here with this woe is my attitude and trying to make us feel bad for you, but I can assure you that there's way more to these stories than you are letting on, but I'll leave those between us."
Shawana tried to intervene, but Jackie had enough venom to spare.

Jackie snapped her fingers and pointed at Shawn without missing a beat, saying, "Don't you fucking start with me." Shawana's eyes grew wide. "You sit here acting like you give a shit about what this boy is going through, but you don't; all you want to know is dirt so you can spread it to other people who don't give a damn about him and want to laugh behind his back." That goes double for you, Tiffany, and your little girl's club with Ezra and Reagan."

Shawna seemed spooked by what Jackie had said, avoided eye contact with her, and just looked down at the floor, sipping from her wine glass.


Jackie turned back to Tristen, standing at the door with his hat over his eyes.


"It's unnecessary to be this bitter, T," she said as she took his hand. "Your silly pity parties are getting old, and we can't tolerate them anymore. You claim this team hates you, but that is the furthest thing from the truth. Stop looking outside for blame and start looking inside. We don't hate you, man; we love you, but YOU keep getting in the way."


The keys dangled in Tristen's hand as he looked down at his shoes. Our laughter broke the silence at what? No idea. It was probably caused by the weed. His buddy in California sent Miguel a new strand of weed. Laughter filled the room, but Tristen quietly left. When Miguel saw him slip out of the door, he nudged me, "He's gonna cry in the car." which made me laugh even harder because we always quote "Friday".


We finally sat and started watching our show. I would always lay on the ground with a bowl of popcorn to secretly feed some kernels to Zi as he lay in my lap. Usually, we’re all really quiet while the show plays, mainly because most of us other than Paige are high. But the peace was ruined because Shawana wouldn't shut the hell up! She’ll keep making comments that would even pertain to anything happening on the show, like:


As soon as we sat down, we began watching the show. As Zi slept in my lap, I would lie on the ground with a bowl of popcorn to feed him some kernels. Usually, we are really quiet while

watching the show because, except for Paige, most of us are high. However, Shawana's insistence on talking constantly ruined the peace! She wanted to talk about cheer, and we weren't feeling that shit.


"I should start giving the coach more of my ideas." or "You all know I saved Coach's job with me coming out here from my school out in New York." And finally, the one that set me off: "Codi, you know if you worked with me more, you would've actually made the competition team instead of being relegated to being a hardwood warrior."

Suddenly, I sprang up and stormed outside, slamming the door behind me. I couldn't take it anymore, especially with Shawna nagging me about not making a mat. Just like when I saw that list on the door, the feeling of not being good enough, the anger and the shame flooded back. I couldn't believe she'd bring that up like that; it's been such a good day until all this shit came rushing back to my mind.


I sat on the sidewalk, looking at the full moon reflecting on the water as a calm Albany night wind blew on the back of my neck. Just wanting things to be different, I tried not to be around if I couldn't be an active participant in the team and not just sit on the sidelines like a fan - I wanted to be a part of the team and stand by their side as we prepare for battle. The last thing I want is my heart to feel shattered into a million pieces. How dare she call me a "hardwood warrior." Although I busted my ass like everyone else, maybe even more, I still came up short. Shit, maybe she's right.


Jackie, Taj, and Miguel joined me outside after a while. No words were exchanged, and they just sat down, Taj to my right and Jackie and Miguel opposite me.


Jackie said as she put her arm around me. “You know she's wrong, right? ” Jackie said.

My brief ride on an emotional roller coaster left me exhausted and defeated. Miguel shared how he felt the same way back in high school when he wrestled: "I couldn't break through that glass ceiling; I felt it was over me." He said while skipping a rock on the water.
"It was frustrating because I did everything possible to make the varsity team. I outworked the guy ahead of me, yet I couldn't beat him no matter what I did."

Still, one day in class, his teacher talked about timing, how everything happens for a reason, and how timing is everything, even when you don't realize it. And when his time came, in his last two years, he became the school's first and only two-time state champion and undefeated wrestler.


After a while, we headed back inside. Paige came up to hug me. She apologized for her friend being an ass to me. I shrugged it off, and she said:
"Shawna is always going to be Shawana." which is true no matter how hurtful she can get.

Shawana came from the bathroom, and when she saw me, she smiled, gave a half-ass apology, and expressed how she was just joking around. Honestly, knowing Shawn, this was the best I was going to get when it came to an apology. Maybe I was too sensitive, but her words were like pouring salt into an opened wound. There may be good in all of this, and I'm too caught up in the negative. At practice today, Silvia told me to stop letting not getting my way turn me into a bitter person. Her words replayed like a song on repeat in my head the rest of the day, and I tried to figure out why she would say that to me; maybe she could see something that I wasn't. I was starting to turn into what I hated.

The more I think about it, the more I see that maybe that's me; perhaps I'm turning into that bitter person she warned me about becoming. It has been hard for me to be myself since I saw that list; I have not been the best friend I could be because I'm so caught up in what I don't have. I have to do what I can to take a step back and do what I can to see the bigger picture. I'm just tired of being sad about all of this. I can't do anything, and what's done is done, and no matter how much I hate it, it's out of my hands.
It'll be 6 hours until we leave for Seattle, right?" Paige said while she got up to get her uniform out of the washer.
Miguel sighed loudly, "I'm not even packed yet."


It made me laugh because I could relate to Miguel since I still haven't packed. Despite that, I was not bothered about the six-hour bus ride. My whole family drove 36 hours up here to Albany to help me move into my dorm; that was my only travel experience outside of Texas. The first time I flew to head home during Thanksgiving break was pretty nerve-racking, but Addian was there to help me out. The team will perform the routine for the first time in front of others, which is daunting and exciting since Coach would say, "It's a whole new ball game in front of fresh eyes!"
When Jackie shook me awake, I opened my eyes to hear her saying my name. I must have passed out. I felt disoriented and groggy, and I had no idea what had just happened. I slowly got up and asked Jackie what was going on. She explained that I had been asleep for quite a while and needed to get up so she could drop me off on campus.
As I let out a loud yawn, Zi charged into the living room, wagging his tail viciously. He licked my cheek, and his white hair covered my black hoodie as I said goodbye. I really adore this dog. He gave us a wink as we walked out the door. As far as I can tell, I thought I saw him wink. My mind isn't fully functioning yet.

After getting into Jackie's Grey Neon, we pulled off. While at a nearby gas station, she explained that she would pull an all-nighter since she still had to pack and clean her room. The clock showed 2 o'clock in the morning. In disbelief, I shake my head. Packing and washing my uniform still needs to be completed. As I got out of the car, it dawned on me that I had no snacks for this trip. As soon as I entered the store, the cool air of the air conditioner gave me goosebumps.
Besides honey buns and cheese balls, I picked up an early issue of Jet magazine with the cast of "A Family Thing" starring the voice of Darth Vader James Earl Jones. Though I tell people I only get the magazines for the articles, in reality, I get them for the Jet Beauty of the Week to add to my mural on my wall and Miss. This Lien Ryder piece will be a great addition to my wall collection.
Finally, something I couldn't live without since I began playing sports, and especially since I started cheering two years ago, "Big League Chew" bubble gum, which I often got into trouble for in high school. I remember my coach demanded I give her my big wad of gum before performances. My cheeks would stick so far from my face that I couldn't even hide them.


We pulled up to the parking lot of my dorm room, and Jackie turned the radio down. "How are you doing, Codi?" she asked, placing her hand on my shoulder.
As I exhaled deeply, I shrugged my shoulders. "I'm just disappointed in myself, ya know?" Jackie turned off the car. "Are you still trippin' off of what Shawn said?"

After nodding and explaining how I thought Shawn might be right, maybe I didn't do enough.

Perhaps I was just wasting my time here since it seemed like I was just following everyone around, similar to the way your mom makes you take your little brother with you on a date.
Jackie laughed softly, "Codi, it sounds like you don't think we accept you because you didn't make the comp team."
It sounded dumb when she said it out loud.

"Codi," she continued, "we love having you around. As a matter of fact, we were just discussing how happy we were to have you around for an adventure that none of us have ever experienced. When you didn't make the team, we knew you would be bummed. We also knew that there was nothing we could do or say to make you feel better about that. No matter if you make the team or not, we love you. Thank you for being here for us."

Tears started streaming down my cheeks, but not because I was sad. Instead, I felt happy to hear that people I admire and adore thought the same about me.
You'll get another crack at all of this, worst-case scenario. As for me, it's over." "What do you mean, Jack?" I wasn't sure what she meant.


She said she'll join the US Navy after she graduates. My mind was blown. Cheerleading seemed to be Jackie's life. She always talked about new skills that big schools were doing and where the best cheerleaders from community colleges were going. She would never tell us where she got the information. Still, she was so confident nobody ever questioned it, and Jackie knew how to fight, so we knew better than to ask her.


“Codi,” she said, voice cracking a little, “you're the only person I have told, and that includes my family.”
“I promise your secret is safe with me, Jack.”

She smiled, hugged me, and told me to leave the car and finish packing. We couldn't stop laughing. Because I had difficulty keeping my eyes open, I wasn't too upset about being kicked out. As Jackie's words sank in, I felt their weight. I never realized how highly my friends thought of me. Also, I don't know how I'd feel if this was the end of my cheer career. Yes, I was still disappointed. I

handled that burden better, knowing I had a purpose for it. Watching my friends compete gave me the strength I needed to keep going. I was determined to support my teammates and do all I could to win a national title. But if I could get onto that mat, I would do everything possible to make the most of it.
It was 3:30 in the morning by the time I finished showering, packing, and bagging snacks. Perhaps I'm just a night owl, or maybe I'm just excited about the trip. While listening to Maxwell, I turned up my PlayStation and played Tekken. After an hour of gaming, I turned off my game and headed to bed, still listening to Maxwell. I drifted off to sleep, dreaming of the journey ahead.




Sunday, March 31st 1996...6 Days Until Nationals



We all piled into a charter bus that looked really nice inside. Then Coach told us that the air conditioning wasn't working and was supposed to get up to 96 degrees today.


"Maybe we'll hit a bump hard enough to get it working," joked Seth



Coach laughed and said that he just hoped we all had some type of deodorant on so it didn't smell like wide open ass in here for the next four and a half hours which made me laugh so hard my water came from my nose. My dad always said, "Boy, if you were friends with a comedian, they'd love you." Everyone was moving like zombies; luckily, the sun was just starting to rise, so it wasn't as hot as it would be. I sat in the back with Rio, Curtis, Miguel, Pagie, Shawna, and Daymond. The back of the bus was always a fun time, but not this early in the morning since most of the people back here are not morning people at all.


I was the only one awake. Through Albany, the bus rolled. The scenery was beautiful, especially the mountains, and when the sun hit them just right, it created a perfect picture like the ones on postcards. Shawn and I sat together. I got a dirty look when I got the window seat, but she still sat beside me. Now she's softly snoring and using my shoulder as a pillow. For lack of a better word, Shawana was a bitch at times. But sometimes, she can be delightful, too.
I've decided to let go of what happened last night. Shawn likes to hear himself talk, and holding on to anything she said was a waste of time and energy. I'm just going to focus on moving forward and forget about it. I don't need to get sucked into the drama. I'm just going to stay positive and keep moving forward.

In the middle of my peaceful nap, an unexpected bump knocked my head against the window, waking me up. There were many more people in the back than before I dozed off, so I knew it was time to play "Truth or Truth" on the bus, a game that got people in trouble the last time we were on the bus. Miguel confessed if he could have a fling with anyone on the team, he would pick Reagan.
Because of that comment, he spent a month sleeping on his couch. Despite being dangerous, this game was the most entertaining thing we could play on a six-hour hot bus ride.
"Okay, Rio," Shawna began, "your turn, truth or truth?" "Truth," said Rio quickly
Was I the only girl you were seeing when we were hooking up last year?"

Rio looked very uncomfortable with the question, and his smile slowly faded. He stammered and paused for a moment before responding. "No, well, technically," he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper. He quickly tried to change the subject, and the conversation moved on.
'Nah, RiRi, were you?' Daymond mocked in a nasal voice. Rio shot him a look that said, "Shut the hell up!"


Daymond burst out laughing, and suddenly a slight smirk crept on Rio's face, "Shit nah, you were always my, um, Tuesday night delight!"
The two of them burst out laughing, giving each other a dap in response.

There was a visible look of irritation on Shawna's face. “I wasn't just messing with you," she replied.

“If I remember correctly, you were crying when I ended things." that damn smirk came back on Rio's face like a settle checkmate.

"Rio, you cried with me in the car!" Her fingers pointed at his face as she replied.

"Bro, you cried!" Daymond roared like he was watching Def Comedy Jam. "This part of the breakup was never told to me, Rio!"
As Rio's secret was revealed, embarrassment was written on his face, and he began to stumble over his words. Daymond was already cracking the jokes. Rio tried to cover his embarrassment with a nervous laugh. Daymond continued to tease him, and Rio eventually gave up and quickly turned his attention to the next Truth or Truth victim.

There is always something people want to avoid everyone knowing in this game. During a few rounds, I learned a lot about my teammates; for instance, Miguel would do unspeakable things with a donkey and Vaseline to legalize marijuana worldwide. After watching the movie "Bad Boys" last week, which Miguel was strangely understanding of, I learned Paige would murder Miguel for one night with Will Smith. Apparently, Curtis is being paid by older women just to hang out with them at night. Still, he swears it isn't sexual, which none of us believed, and that explains why we don't really see him at night and how he has so much money suddenly.


I tried to duck out of my turn when I noticed it was coming, but Daymond said he wasn't letting me off the hook.
With a smirk, he asked, "Truth or truth foo?"

My eyes scanned the bus for anyone who could save me. Unfortunately, they weren't interested. "Uh, Truth, the first one," I muttered reluctantly.
"What's the difference?" Paige asked.

I shrugged my shoulders. The first one seems less harsh to me.

Oh, okay, I'll give you one that's easy. "Who was the last girl you kissed?"

There were giggles all around. A chill ran down my spine. I told myself to lie, but the truth spilled from my mouth before I even had the chance to say it.
Almost whispering, I said, "I've never kissed a girl before.". After clearing my throat, I repeated, "I have never kissed a girl before. Well, not for real, like in movies."


Everyone stared at me, smiling, but not in a way that would make me look like a clown.

Instead, they stared as they would when seeing an adorable puppy. However, I wasn't. I didn't date in high school; I was focused on my sports. There was one girl that I was close to, and we were both huge Star Wars fans; I gave her the nickname Storm Troop, and she would call me Chewy because of my hairy arms. We attended senior prom together, and she would come to my wrestling duals. Things weren't the same after I gained the confidence to tell her I liked her. She thought we'd be better off as friends. We quickly lost touch shortly after high school ended.
"Aw, he's an innocent little baby," Shawana said with an ear-to-ear smile, placing a hand on my shoulder.
A tremendous idea flashed through Rio's head: "Bro, Daymond and I will hook you up with one of our hoes."
In the seat behind Rio, Jackie slapped him on the back of the head. It's not okay to call girls that!" she shouted sternly.
Laughter erupted again among us. I thanked him for offering to help me, but I declined.
Neither of those two had been with girls I wanted to be with. I was amazed at how cool they were about something like that. I have seen people on this team make fun of anyone and everything.
After finally getting to Seattle, we had to travel through the downtown area to reach Tech University. Under the monorail at Seattle Center, we passed. I love Seattle; it's so much prettier than what I've seen on TV when watching the SuperSonics play. As I gazed out the window, I thought this city was excellent, especially the Space Needle. It was like watching "A Different World" or "Saved By The

Bell" on television when we got to Tech University. If you put the whole Albany campus down the middle, it would only take up about 10% of the campus.

The clouds began to rumble and darken quickly, and suddenly, colossal raindrops started to fall like angry killer bees after you poked their nest. It didn't take long for us to get soaked from top to bottom when we rushed off the bus and into the gym. In almost unison, our shoes squeaked on the hardwood floor as we walked across the gym.


Seeing the Raptors' basketball gym with its orange and white decor was breathtaking, and multiple banners from national championships for all sports were hung. As an athletic powerhouse in college, Tech cheerleading is comparable to the Dallas Cowboys in the NFL. It's hard to argue with Taj and Shawna's reasoning when we call their cheerleading team "Cheer Gods," a term they came up with one drunken night. Despite that, Coach hated hearing us call them "Gods."
"They do nothing that you can't do; they bleed and sweat just like you." he would say.

The truth is that now we are crossing paths with them, seeing them simply walking around; they are on a different level. They aimed to win their fifth straight National Championship this year, which was unprecedented.


Getting to the warm-up gym was smaller than the main gym. When I removed my wet warm-ups and changed into our uniforms, I headed out with the rest of the team to watch Tech's
performance. The legendary Tech cheer team was in full force in the jam-packed gym, so Cuyler and I decided to escape the crowd and get a better view. Tech cheerleaders and their families filled the gym with the color orange today, and so did other cheerleading teams and local high school cheerleading teams seeking recruits to wear their signature white and orange uniforms one day. The

experience was like watching Micheal Jordan himself practice. While it was rare for a host school to kick off the performance, Tech permanently changed the standard of what's dope in cheerleading.

Throughout cheerleading, I have always heard strange myths about Tech cheerleaders and Cuyler. When it came to the "Cheer Gods," I guess everyone did this. I heard that they all have fake birth certificates and are over 30. A guy who knew someone who cheered for Tech a long time ago told Cuyler that the team spent three weeks training in the snow and hunting for their own food up at Mount Rainier during their offseason training. Even though none of the stories are believable, they are always fun to share, and the only way we make sense of how great they have been is by sharing them.

When Tech walked onto the mat wearing black uniforms with bright orange "Tech U" on the torsos, Culyer and I gasped, "THEY HAVE NEW UNIFORMS!".
Slowly and confidently, they stepped onto the mat. One guy spit his gum into the air and slapped, something I saw Mr. Perfect do before matches. Every time I tried, I would miss and step on the gum. With their signature "LET'S GO TECH!" chant echoing throughout the audience as the fight song played, the Tech cheerleaders had the audience in their hands. Cuyler and I couldn't help but sing along with the chant. Standing here with one of my best friends, watching this team was surreal. We tape-traded their older routines in high school, trying their new skills and doing what we could to reach their level. My skills, as well as the skills of my teammates, have been developed through the study of those tapes. Tech is the gold standard for a lot of cheerleaders.

"Welcome to Tech Nation!" the voice said over the loudspeaker. A bell rang like the start of a boxing match and right into a fast-paced mix of upbeat pop music from Aaliyah's "Back & Forth" to

"Wannabe" by Spice Girls, Tech's signature song "Enter the Sandman" by Metallica, was always a part of Tech's routine every year, almost like it was their theme song.
Cuyler and I shook our heads in disbelief at what we were witnessing. It was like dying and going to cheerleading heaven. As soon as the cheerleaders started performing, everyone in the gym was on their feet, clapping along, and the same rumble continued until the music stopped. My heart was racing, and I was sweating like I was with them. Observing the legendary Tech cheerleading team in person was an exciting experience for me!

“When I graduate from Albany, I will come to Tech to cheer and mark my words." Cuyler began as we returned to the warm-up gym.
There was no doubt that if any of us made it to Tech, Cuyler would undoubtedly be one of them.
“What do you think about coming with me?” As he shook his head, still reeling from the performance, he asked.
A shrug escaped me. How the hell Am I supposed to make Tech if I can't even make our competition team?"
You might be able to work as a water boy or even a mascot. Cuyler put his hands on my shoulders before laughing hard. "If you can't make a team that way, you should focus on school."
It is no surprise that Big Wool takes the opportunity to bust my balls when it sees one.


Our conversation was interrupted by Seth and Veronica. We were immediately attacked by Veronica about where we had been. As we tried to explain, she raised both hands to our faces, rolled her eyes, and stormed off. Mockingly, Cuyler rolled his eyes and stuck out his tongue. Turning around, she caught Cuyler with his tongue out, "Bring y’all asses! It's time for warm-ups!"

While holding his camcorder, Seth laughed. I can understand Veronica being on ten today because this was her last year at Albany and the first and last time she would be able to compete there. In my last

year in high school, I was not the most excellent person because I wanted to win and make sure it was a memorable year. I should have been a better teammate, and we finished tenth out of thirteen. As I look back on my senior year of high school, I hope Veronica doesn't feel the same way I do about looking back. Although I understand the desire to win, who does things just to come in second? I know I don't.

Walking through the gym, Cuyler and I were awestruck by all the teams we watched on video tapes with my high school and college teammates. We'll compete in the same division as Greendale Community College, known for its insane tumbling, and will travel from Colorado. The University of West Valley warmed up ahead of us. Many celebrities' kids attend West Val, a wealthy school in Laguna Beach, California. Cheerleaders at the school had a reputation for being snobbish and rude. However, they were also fantastic; the only problem was they knew it. Considering Shawna's background, seeing her there after she graduates wouldn't surprise me.


We met up with Coach, and he seemed to be in a good mood. Coach was always hard to read unless he was angry. Once his leg got to shaking and that vein the size of Texas popped out of his forehead, you knew he was ready to explode, and you better run for cover. The meeting was kind of Coach’s way of trying to get the team focused on the task at hand today, and that mission was to go out and have a successful routine.
Coach's goal was to keep the team focused on today's task, avoiding tumbling busts and drops. Precision and accuracy were of utmost importance to him.
While chewing gum from his pocket, he said, "You have to treat today like Daytona." He paced as he said this.
There have been many coaches who have asked about you all," he said. There are a lot of coaches who are interested in seeing who Albany has and if we have the pieces to send some of you to their teams so you can continue your education and pursue your cheer career. Get your names on

the lips of those schools you've all always wanted to attend. Get your minds right and do what you know you all are capable of, CONQUER!"
It felt like I could run through a brick wall after Coach's words! We are conquerors; we have worked hard to get to this point, and nothing in my mind would have led me to believe anything less than a triumph by the time my teammates emerged.


Warm-up time had come, and West Valley was getting off the mat as we approached. As he walked past, I extended my hand and said, "Good luck out there, bruh." The prick glanced down at my hand and scoffed.
As he walked away, he bumped his shoulder into my chest and made me cough. "Excuse me, bruh," he said mockingly. It seems to be true what everyone says; they are a bunch of assholes.


Behind me, Keith's booming voice screamed, "Aye, blood, watch out!"
Daymond, Taj, Curtis, and a few guys from West Valley ran in the opposite direction of Seth and me. When we caught up to the commotion, we saw Keith face to face with the guy from West Valley who bumped me. It was like watching a professional wrestler taking on Macho Man Randy Savage in a steel cage match next Sunday on pay-per-view for the Heavyweight Championship. Also, he looked like Luke Perry from "Beverly Hills 90210".


"Come on, homeboy!" he taunted. "Fucking try me."

Keith said nothing as he stood nose to nose with the roided Luke Perry wannabe. Despite being taller and having a shorter fuse, Keith resembled a dark-skinned Mike Tyson. As Keith's mouth moved, I couldn't understand what he said. The Valley jerk suddenly pushed Keith, and before I knew it, they were both on the ground throwing punches.

Seth, me, and a few others from Valley intervened to break up the fight.

Keith struggled to throw us off of him. He cried out, “Let me go blood! ” He was clearly determined to beat the hell out of fake Luke Perry, and his eyes were dark and filled with vengeance.

Everything was at an extremely rapid pace. Several people were pulling Curtis, Taj, and Daymond away from another group of Valley cheerleaders. My gaze returned to Keith, and I saw Seth alone, struggling to hold on to Keith by himself. I rushed over to the other side and tried my best to assist. Once Keith saw the jerk charging back after throwing three people off him, he jumped over us like a bull seeing red, bucking us off with one big thrust of his massive arms, and then proceeded to charge after him. As I caught up to Keith, I attempted to restrain him one more time, but Keith ducked a hard left hand, and it connected with me right in the temple, dropping me.


As I awoke on the ground with Veronica's bright light shining in my eyes, I had a splitting headache.



"Good news! He's still alive!" she said.



As she laughed, she helped me set up. As I looked around, I realized we had returned to the classroom with all of our stuff. A little blood was trickling from Keith's lip as he sat at his desk with ice on his fist. Looking back at me, he smiled as if he was sorry. His teeth were red from his busted lip. All of the other people were speaking almost in a whisper. Trying to process everything that had happened, I felt as if my face was throbbing.


While handing me an ice pack, Taj instructed me to apply it to my face. Taj's eyebrow was cut, and his knuckles were scratched up. "It won't take long for that knot on your head to turn into a balloon," Taj explained.

Putting the ice pack on my head, I winsted. My body was covered in goosebumps from the cold. However, it helped manage the pain surprisingly well, though my head was still throbbing, and any light made it worse; I just wanted to lay down, but Veronica wouldn't let me. Laughing, Taj extended his hand to help me stagger to my feet.

I felt Seth's hand touch my shoulder as he glanced at my knot and said, "You can take a punch.".
With a Rice Crispy treat in hand, Addian asked, "Do you think we're in trouble?".

There was a lot of laughter from Seth before he answered, "You can bet your sweet ass that we are." Addian's face showed a worried expression as he retrieved another Rice Crispy from his jacket pocket.


As if on cue, the door suddenly opened, and Coach stormed in, looking like he was ready to snap anyone's neck. With his hands in his pocket and his hat low over his eyes, he sauntered down the rows of desks and walked toward the front of the room. Upon passing Keith, he stopped and stared at him, and if looks could kill, Keith would no longer be alive. Returning to his chair, Keith started dripping ice from his bag. Continuing to walk, he gradually shifted his gaze to the front of the classroom.


As Coach chewed on his gum, he stood in front of us. I'm sure that vein on his head was ready to burst as his steel-colored eyes pierced our souls.
How the hell could you all be so damn stupid!" he said, "I leave you all alone, expecting you all to behave as civilized, fucking adults. Still, you failed to do so and proved you all need a babysitter, so it looks like I was an idiot to think so."

Coach was never one to curse, but when he hit a boiling point, he would spew profanities without a second thought. In fact, the only time he cursed us was when we were practicing for a homecoming halftime performance, and everyone from the vets to the rookies didn't take anything seriously. As a result, the practice went downhill very fast, and on top of that, a recruit visited us.

"Yo, but coach he..." Keith said, raising his hand.

His eyes quickly darted to him, and he cut him off before he could finish his sentence, "Son, you say one word more, and I'll have your ass on the first thing smokin' back to New Orleans!" He cleared his throat and took a deep breath to keep himself from going completely unhinged.
"You told me you wanted to leave and make a better life when we first met. However, you've shown me that you're just like those damn knuckleheads you swore you would leave and make your mother proud!"


Rather than say anything, Keith looked down at his feet, clenching his jaw. When Coach commented, I saw steam rising; I knew he had hit a nerve.
"None of these schools knew who we were until today when they saw you brawl like street thugs in that gym!" His eyes scanned the room, filled with rage. Finally, his gaze turned toward me, "And poor Codi, he got knocked the hell out. Look at the knot on his head."


The entire room stared at me, holding my ice bag to my head as I sat on the floor. Nervously smiling obnoxiously, I didn't particularly enjoy being the center of attention.
Then Curtis laughed, "Bro, that old buddy really messed you up."

As the laughter filled the room, Coach cracked a bit of a smile and shook his head.

We were reminded by Coach when he finished chewing our asses of why it's crucial to impress these four-year schools during events like these because they're always looking for new talent to add to their rosters, and schools with a good reputation make that happen for us as well as for the program's future.

As Campus Security called Coach out of the room, we waited silently for him to return. A pair of enormous-belly men, one with a long brown beard and the other with a hairstyle similar to Guile's from Street Fighter opened the door. Both wore burnt orange polo shirts emblazoned with "Campus Security" in black letters. Because of how large these letters were and how tight the shirt was, "Campus Security" read like Michael Buffer announcing a boxer's arrival for the main event. If any of us ran, the only thing they looked like they could catch was a cold.


It took about 30 minutes for us to be questioned. It's hard to concentrate on what's going on when your head is pounding so hard. The security team dug and dug to find out who started the fight. Despite their repeated attempts to get Keith to talk, he repeatedly said, "I ain't talking to no fucking pigs." and asked if they were asking the "Valley fools" if they started the fight and then repeatedly called them rent-a-cops who needed to lay off the doughnuts. A bright red appeared on both men's cheeks and ears as they became visibly angry. It didn't help with the rest of us laughing, especially when they kept telling us to calm down. Seeing that things were not going anywhere, Coach intervened. One last warning was issued by security as they left, saying that if anyone else gets into another altercation, they will not hesitate to arrest us.


Once we had one last conversation with Coach, we returned to the warm-up area. I could feel everyone's eyes on the crater-sized knot on my head when I walked out. I wish I could put on a mask

to hide my embarrassment. As Coach said, we wouldn't be able to escape the attention of all eyes after that fight. Whenever people passed us, they would whisper in one another's ears and then stare at us either in fear or shock. I felt we were cool bad guys like Razor Ramon, my favorite wrestler.

During our warm-up, the team was clicking on all levels. There was electric energy in the room! While my friends and teammates were moving and groovin' through their routine, I jumped up and down, hooting and hollerin'. As Coach watched, he remained stoic; his eyes were glued to every moving piece on the mat. An energetic mix of Chubb Rock's "Caught up" remix and the combination of multiple classic rock songs blasted through the speaker.


“Rio, remember to breathe! ” Coach barked. “Silvia! Keep your cool and stick to the counts! ”
“Reagan and Shawn! I need to see your teeth! Smile! As he pointed to both ends of his mouth, he smiled ridiculously.
“Get your head in the game, Miguel!”



Coach was the biggest perfectionist I've ever met. I think none of us can meet his expectations because he never seems satisfied, which makes his attention to detail both superhuman and stressful at times. Seth told me once that as you grow and see more, you'll understand where he's coming from. Whenever he said that it reminded me of my mother saying, "You'll understand when you grow up." I hate hearing that.
We entered the dark tunnel to the main gym as we finished our warm-up. The roar of the crowd was amplified by the empty hallway. The crowd's noise indicates that West Valley blew the roof off the gym with their routine. As we walked down the hallway, the audience became increasingly loud. Despite not performing today, I became pretty nervous.



I turned around, and everyone seemed off in their private world, concentrating in their own ways. Shawn, Reagan, and Tiffany were huddled around each other, mulling over the routine in their heads. Daymond would keep things light, cracking jokes, especially at Rio's expense.
"Yo RiRi, bro..." he said. I wondered if you were related to Pookie from New Jack City." "What?" Rio asked.
"Bro, you've never seen New Jack City?"
Rio shook his head, "I literally don't know what you are talking about." "The homie is saying you look like a crackhead playa." Keith chimed in.
"Yeah, if I'm a crackhead, then you got VD from that girl on the soccer team last year!" Rio laughed. A frown spread across Daymond's face as he said, "Bro, the test came back negative; I told you so." The entire room burst into laughter, and Daymond's face was reddened from embarrassment. Pushing Rio as he walked past, he walked quickly to the other end of the tunnel, leaving everyone in a state of laughter.


After the team ahead finished, I hugged everyone and told them I loved them before heading out to the front of the mat with Kristine, Keith, and Tiffany. I started sweating as soon as I walked out under those bright, hot lights. In anticipation of more routines, the crowd was pumped. This was the first time I noticed a crowd before a performance. While in high school, I would just look up at the lights when I walked out, then focus on what I needed to do when the music started. Almost robotically, I was just following my program, nothing more, nothing less. My mom always told me that when I was performing, I would walk like the Terminator, without emotion, just dead-eye focus to destroy everything in my path.

The four of us banged on the hardwood floor in a chant for AFCF, but I know the team couldn't hear us over all the roaring. When the announcer called for the Albany Knights, "Separate Ways" by Journey blared over the loudspeaker. When everyone emerged from the tunnel smiling and waving at the crowd, Seth did his signature old man walk/run in the back. He finished it with a
two-finger salute to Coach, who just nodded. Seth was always calm and relaxed before a performance, just living in the moment.

Everyone was high-fiving, girls blowing kisses to each other across the mat. As Miguel adjusted Paige's light blue bow in her hair, he kissed her forehead. Cuyler approached me and gave me a dap as I said, "Good luck, buddy!" He waved at Coach, standing off with Seth's camcorder in hand. Coach laughed, shaking his head, then flashing an over-the-top thumbs up. As soon as the team got set, butterflies fluttered in my stomach like I was there.




"What the hell was that?" Silvia screamed in the classroom after knocking over a chair. Why don't you just shut the hell up, Silvia!" Daymond snapped, pointing a finger at her.
Silva slapped his hand away from her: "Daymond, I don't know who you think you are, but you won't put your nasty ass finger in my face!"
He held his hands up, backed up, and continued, "All I'm saying is you all need to start taking this seriously because I'm tired of..."
He was cut off quickly by Miguel. Bitch, you'd better shut your mouth before I do it for you." Daymond laughed and quickly shouted at Miguel, "You wanna fucking do something about it, bro, then fucking do it."
Miguel bumped him into Addian and Taj after pushing him. When Daymond attempted to swing at Miguel, Miguel had already put him on the ground. Taj and Keith, who encouraged

everyone to "let 'em duke it out" didn't help break up the fight. With her lower back wrapped in ice, Paige walked into the room visibly in pain.
"What the hell are you doing, guys?!" she yelled as she limped to the middle of the pull-apart.

"We have two of our teammates seriously injured, and yet all you two want to do is have this fucking pissing contest!"


All of us grew silent. I couldn't help but look down at my feet, disappointed in all that's happened. We're out here fighting with other cheer teams, our performance looking like a cluster fuck. Then, to top it all off, Tristen and Aubrey suffered nasty injuries. Injuries like Aubrey's were such freak accidents after she had made a tumbling pass that she had done thousands of times before. Aubrey landed one way when she finished her beautiful twist, but her knee was facing the opposite direction. She managed to do the entire routine on one leg; I don't understand how.

Tristen's injury was much more gruesome and brutal to watch. To catch Reagan, who fell from a pyramid and used his left arm to brace his face, but when his arm met the mat, his elbow snapped, dislocating it. Tristen's injury made my stomach turn immediately. When I watched it happen behind the pyramid, I thought I would throw up. As a cheerleader, you never want to hear the audience gasp during your routine, and that is all you could listen to over the music, along with other teams encouraging us to finish the routine.


There were continued finger-pointing and arguments. "Will everyone shut the fuck up!

Everyone's voices went silent as Seth paced back and forth in his white beater, still sweating heavily from the routine." We'll win as a fucking team, and we'll lose as a fucking team!" No one is to blame; it's all of us. This trip was a mess. We're fighting within our teams, and then we go out and

perform like shite! I know we're better than we showed. Let's use all our sacrifices to get here and make them all mean something.


Silently, we stood there. All of us seemed to be settling into the reality of the situation. In Daymond's approach to Miguel, he appeared to try to apologize. But when Daymond approached Silvia, she didn't seem interested in hearing any apologies. As we gathered our belongings, the mood in the class was somber. We've been at each other's throats before but never imploded like this.

Coach arrived at the warmup gym looking exhausted, his eyes bloodshot, and his blue polo shirt stained with sweat. He was followed by Aubrey, who was on crutches and had smeared makeup on her face from clearly crying. Tristen also appeared to have shed a few tears; his eyes were puffy, and he was wearing a sling. Coach didn't say anything, and he just looked around to make sure everyone was present. After shaking the Tech coach's hand, he gestured for us to follow behind him out the door. Rain pelted down hard on us as we walked towards the bus, a kind of symbol of how we were feeling. There was no conversation or joking on the bus ride home. There was only silence, rain, and thunder rumblings.

Monday, April 1st 1996...5 Days Until Nationals


After Aubrey's doctor's appointment, Cuyler and I took her to breakfast at a local diner so we could set up her knee surgery. Aubrey wanted to hold off on the surgery so she could still travel to Daytona for Nationals next week. Aubrey said she was excited to take a break from cheerleading and lead an everyday life on one knee. According to the doctors, even professional athletes have a hard time recovering from these kinds of injuries. While Aubrey's optimism was admirable, the doctors explained that the damage to her knee was severe and that it would take several months for her to recover. Furthermore, the doctors explained that even professional athletes have difficulty recovering from these types of injuries, so Aubrey's chances of being fully rehabilitated and back to where she was as an athlete for next year's competition were slim.


Our conversation shifted to how the coach would replace her and Tristen.

"You know Codi," said Cuyler. "This could give you another chance at making mat."

As much as I was excited about another opportunity, I was also extremely nervous. I didn't want to get my hopes up just to be disappointed again. It wasn't something I could do a second time to myself.


When we entered the practice room, everyone was sweating, and our two big fans were doing nothing to help. Several vets complained to Coach about the heat. It was decided to practice outside. We met under a giant tree outside the gym to learn that Tristen and Aubrey were out of the routine, so their spots would be up for grabs.
We need to move forward as a team in light of what happened last night. As a team, we were shit, and we are a lot better than what we did at Tech. Codi, Keith, Kristine, and Tiffany will split the

two performances at Red Bluffs. It's simple: the best performer gets the spot." He asked the vets how they thought last night went, but none responded.


"Curtis," Coach said as he pointed to him, "tell me what you think about your team's performance." "Like you said, coach, we ain't shit" Curtis shrugged and chuckled as he ran his hands through his freshly made cornrows.
A sigh escaped Coach's lips. As a vet, I expected you to elaborate, but instead, you're making googly eyes at Silvia."
Immediately, Silvia turned bright red from embarrassment while Curtis yelled. "Why you gotta play me like that, Coach?"

Coach’s voice turned stern and deep, “Because, son, we as a team “played” ourselves! And now we have a lot of ground to cover with no a lot of time if we’re going to be successful down in Daytona.”


Silently, the light and the cool breeze felt amazing as we let his words sink in, knowing he was right. Last night, we regressed and completely unraveled as a team. Tension boiled over, likely due to frustration, pressure, or realizing that bringing home the national title would be more challenging than expected. After last night's massive slice of humble pie, getting back on track will be extremely tough for all of us.


It wasn't a joke when Coach said it was hard. As the sun beams down on us with all of its might, the practice was a brutal three and a half hours of working and reworking the routine. It felt like summer wanted to give us a sneak peek at what we could expect over the next few months, even though it was spring today. When I finished the first practice, my gray tank top became black due to all the sweat soaking into it. Our next practice was as challenging as the morning one. However, we

were back in the hot gym, with the only breaks coming when Coach decided to make changes and had someone throw tumbling or stunts on demand. As he made changes, people would bombard him with suggestions. Coach would snap and tell them to "go away" or ignore them completely. He was never nice to anyone as long as he was in that thinking space.


The practice destroyed me. Despite thinking I was in great shape, I wasn't prepared for what Coach did to us. There was no yelling or anything like that going on. He'd just stop the music and say, "Again! "Or he would have a comment for us four trying to gain the open spots. like "Please do not let me regret giving you this opportunity, gentlemen!" Despite everything, I was much happier participating this way than sitting on the sidelines. Having to compete against Keith for this spot, I knew I had to perform significantly better than usual if I wanted to succeed.



After a hot shower, I turned on my Sega Genesis. I started playing "X-Men: Mutant Apocalypse" while listening to the radio. As Shawana and Ezra both work in broadcasting, they were able to control what played on the radio during spring break while still on campus. The cheerleading team made a campus-wide mixtape. I like listening to songs and trying to figure out who picked them. Tiffany or Tristen probably chose country songs, while Paige, Daymond, or Taj chose R&B songs. For Latino music, it's Silvia, Veronica, or Kristine, and for gangster rap, it's Keith or Curtis. I love Outkast and UGK, but I also love the song "Smells Like Teenage Spirit," thanks to Rio, who played it at the skate park while Seth filmed him.


I've been stuck at the same stage for almost a year. I keep dying over and over, no matter what I do. My initial reaction was to chuck the system out the window. My frustration is not with the game, though. My two practices are being analyzed mentally to see what I could improve and what

mistakes I made, and the more I think about it, the more frustrating things become. I just want not to fail myself and to prove that Coach was wrong not to pick me the first time. I felt like I was under massive pressure not to blow my second chance.

In a flash, my door flew open, banging on the wall behind it, and Rio, Curtis, and Daymond walked in. Startled by their intrusion, I jumped out of my black bean bag chair. The only thing I had on was my purple durag, white tank top, and boxers.


Trying to gather my bearings, I barked, "Could you fools please start knocking?" Daymond glanced at the door and smiled, "Well, maybe we'll start if you lock your door."


It's hard to admit, but he's right. They could have at least given me a heads up, but knowing these three, they would not waste a chance to scare me. My friends need to be re-evaluated. My door needs to be locked more often. In my closet, Miguel hid during Halloween wearing a Freddie Krugger mask, scaring me so badly that I had to use a nightlight for a month.




We met every Monday in my room, where I had a small coffee table. We played "Uno" for restaurant coupons and "Hollywood Videos." Coupons were the next best thing because we were broke as hell. The games would always get intense, especially if someone was close to winning, but then they got hit with a draw four. In our game last Monday, Curtis was close to winning several times, only to be pelted entirely with draw fours and skips by the rest of us. As a result, he threw his cards down and told us to come outside to fight. He didn't speak to us for about a day.

The conversation spanned everything from girls to movies and last night's fight. "Bro, that shit was crazy! "started Daymond. "I knew shit would get off when the big bear buster bumped into Keith. Then Taj pointed out that two dudes looked like they were about to jump Keith while he was in the dude's face before Seth and Codi got there. So Taj just yelled, "Aww hell nah," and then he and I ran up on them and kicked that ass.!"


"Rio," Curtis asked, "where were you during all that?"
"Man," he began, "I have no idea what was inside that brownie I ate before getting on the bus. The shit hit me so hard when I went to take a shit that I locked myself in the bath stall and couldn't even figure out how to get out. When I got out and caught up with you, Coach cursed you all out in the classroom."
Laughter erupted throughout the room.

I asked. "How did you manage to escape?" I asked.

"I had to crawl under the door!" He laughed. "The floor had a strong piss smell."





Curtis and Daymond caught him up on everything that led to the fight. A part of me hoped that maybe, just maybe, they wouldn't mention me getting knocked out again. Once we got to the actual brawl, Daymond and I made eye contact, and his face lit up.
"Bro!" Codi got knocked out clean the fuck out!" he said aggressively, grabbing Curtis.

"I know you fucking lying!" Rio shouted as he dramatically fell out of my bean bag chair, and bits of stuffing spilled from the hole on the side.


Embarrassed, I felt my cheeks burning. There are times when I really hate my friends. Curtis and Daymond kept reenacting everything, which made Rio laugh even louder."

"Hey, you know what? "I yelled over them. "What is it? Curtis asked, wiping away tears.
Standing up, I made my way to the door, opened it, and gave my best "Martin" impression. "Aw, Codi, don't be like that," Daymond said, chuckling.
"OUT!" I repeated while pointing out the door.

Rio tried to steal my cheese balls container, but I snatched them from him and slammed the door behind them. There are days when I really can't stand their asses.




Later that night, we had a small gathering at Seth's to watch last night's performance. Seth and his dad went half on this really high-tech camcorder, which he used to record almost everything he experienced. His goal is to show his kids how he lived in his youth when he was old and gray.
Seeing the routine all over again was cringe-inducing.
"I can't believe we looked so bad in front of The Tech University!" Silvia groaned, clutching her face tightly.


During the routine, I gagged every time Seth pressed rewind and showed Tristen's elbow popping out of place in slow motion. In contrast, when he pressed play, and the elbow would pop out, everyone would shout an "OOOO!" while Seth just laughed. Some parts were good when we watched the whole routine, but the train would quickly go off the rails as it went on. At the end of the video, we could hear Coach say drily, "Well, shit." and we laughed, probably because we were getting tipsy going into our second performance, hoping alcohol and a few blunts would calm us down.

Seth began packing up his camcorder after we finished watching the routine. "Tonight was fun, but tomorrow we need to step up our game at Red Bluffs because..."
On cue, Shawna had already added her two cents without anyone asking. "I agree completely, Seth," she said as she came from the back kitchen with a bowl of popcorn.


He rolled his eyes at her and continued packing his camcorder. Seeing how Shawn twisted everything to be about herself made me eagerly anticipate what she would say.

"Perhaps, Keith, you should focus on your little competition to make the comp team rather than waving your fist in other people's faces."


Keith's silence made me fear for my life, mainly because I couldn't see his eyes. Because his black hood covered them, it was a cold look, like a Sith Lord's. His teeth clenched as he took a deep breath. His posture was rigid, and his movements were slow and precise, as if he calculated his next move. He also had a menacing presence, as if he controlled the situation. All of these factors made me feel Shawn was getting on his last nerve.
She attempted to pass by him with her bowl, but before she could reach the other side, Veronica grabbed Shawn's bowl, spilling popcorn all over the floor and getting in her face.


"Look here bitch, you've got the game twisted if you think you'll be able to get at my man the way you are."


Aubrey led over and whispered, "I told you they were hooking up." The gossip queen was right once again, but I couldn't get too excited about it with everything else going on.

Shawn cleared her throat and spoke carefully, "All I'm saying is at my old school, he would have literally been..." Before she could finish, Veronica closed the distance and poked a finger into Shawn's chest.
"Look here, little Miss. High and Mighty, you have zero right to cast judgment on anyone!" Veronica began raising her voice. "I'm not excusing anything he did; he is a complete dumbass for it!" She looked at Keith as he shrugged and smiled, reluctantly agreeing with her statement.



In every attempt Shawn made to speak, Veronica was verbally beating Shawn's ass for what felt like hours, snapped her fingers, and said, "Bitch I'm not finished; we're tired of hearing you talk."
"All that said," Victoria continued, "I'm gonna make it easy for you, Shawn: keep my fucking man's name out of your filthy mouth, and I won't knock your pretty white teeth down your throat."


She patted Shawn on the shoulder and smiled as she helped Keith get up, kissing him as he stood up, grinning like a fat kid with candy in his pocket. The room was still dead quiet as Veronica led him out the door. Then he walked out and looked back at Shawna, who was visibly embarrassed. He laughed obnoxiously before slamming the door behind him.


Finally, Shawana blinked as if she was coming back to life.

"Are you all right, Shawn? Ezra asked, clearly concerned, while the rest of us laughed. On the couch, she sat next to Paige.
While drinking wine and giggling, Paige said, "I hoped she would hit you.". "That would have been exactly what you deserved."
With popcorn crunching under her shoes, Shawana rolled her eyes and stormed toward the kitchen.

When Rio got up, he turned on the stereo and let it play, and just like a magic moment, his favorite song, "Return of the Mack" by Mark Morrison, caused him to start dancing. Sometimes, he would just start dancing out of nowhere, and I've always wondered what song he always had on his head. I went to the restroom as people were getting up to join him. When I stood up, I felt my hits from the bong hit me harder than I expected. Leaving the living room, going to the dining room, entering the kitchen, and heading to the bathroom left me feeling like I was walking through a bouncy house. My legs felt like limp noodles.

As I barged through the door to the bathroom, Kristine and Daymond were tongue-wrestling on the sink. Or, as Curtis and Keith would say, "bustin' slobs." When Kristine and I locked eyes, she pushed Daymond away and slapped him.
She shrieked. "Get off me, you pervert!" She shrieked.

Daymond's puzzled look could be seen in the mirror as he rubbed his lips covered in Kristine's dark red lipstick. The moment he saw me, he started laughing and shaking his head. His smirk crept across his face as he said, "Be cool, bro.".
Trying to hide her nervous smile, Kristine adjusted her long brown hair on the sink, revealing her red cheeks like Shawn's. Although I was shocked by what I walked into, all I could think about was how bad I had to piss and how hungry I was. Daymond dapped me up when they passed by hand in hand and said: "Keep this between us, bro."


Miguel met me in the kitchen as I opened the fridge to find something to eat.

"Yo Codi," he said, holding a freshly rolled blunt in his ear and wearing his white durag. "Come out with us for a food run and a little blunt cruise."

Considering how much weed Miguel would smoke, I could have sworn he was part chimney. He said it helped his nerves and healed his body, which was banged up after years of being an athlete. It was him who got me started smoking weed. Since I began smoking, it has helped me reduce stress, relieve pain, and even sleep better.


We all walked out the back door to Miguel's truck, which he named "Black SUV."
"Shotgun! "Seth shouted from behind us all, which caused Shawna, Taj, and Curtis to cram into the back seat while I and Cuyler sat in the very back, which was more spacious than the backseat. Since there was a lot of body heat inside the truck, it was hot and stuffy, almost like an oven. On top of that, Miguel said the air conditioning would only start working after hitting a hard bump, which is why he bought it so cheap.


I always enjoyed cruising around Albany at night. A cool breeze blew through the car while we listened to music and talked. In town, a burger joint called "DG's Grease Burgers" serves the best burgers on the West Coast. You're always given extra fries before they close. Miguel used to work there and still has friends who hook us up with free root beer floats. The brown paper bags these burgers came in were almost see-through because they were so greasy. My stomach roared even more from the smell of food filling the truck. Still, Miguel's rule in his car forbade eating inside, which only stoked my appetite even further. These salty curly fries were just calling me, and I wanted so badly to grab a handful of them and eat them.


We pulled up to our favorite spot that overlooked the whole town. Miguel got out a few lawn chairs while I and Curtis sat on the tailgate of the "Black SUV." I finally got my food, and when I bit into my burger, the juices of the meat dripped onto my shirt. Still, I didn't care at all because, at that moment, I knew this was the most incredible burger I had ever eaten. Still, maybe I was just super

hungry, and before I knew it, I was finished with my burger, fries, and root beer float, which stood zero chance against me and my hunger.
"Damn Codi," Taj said, still eating his food, "did you even taste the damn food?" I laughed, letting out a huge belch and hiccup that caused me to ache in my chest.
"That's what your ass gets! "Seth said to me, throwing french fries at me. "You're always eating like your food will run away from you if you enjoy it."
I let out another loud belch immediately after Taj slapped me on the back. Tomorrow was my big day, and it was about to be destroyed by my appetite.


Miguel left his car running to play music while we sat in a half-circle overlooking the city. Shawn," Taj called out, "how did it feel to escape a vicious ass whooping?"?"
She groaned, "Why do you insist on bringing this up?" All of us laughed out loud.
She added, "I don't see anything funny about it, and I can't believe she literally got in my face because of the truth. Keith was wrong yesterday, and he should have been arrested along with the guy from Valley. As for Veronica, she's lucky she left when she did because I was totally ready to kick her ass."
After she finished ranting, I couldn't help but wonder whether she really believed the words she was uttering. Miguel poked his head out of his car with a flashlight and shined the light onto Shawn.
"This is a bullshit light. I shine it, and you all yell BUUULLLLL, and when I turn it off, you yell SHIT!"
When he turned off the light, he quickly turned it back on, shining in Shawn's face, and we let out a loud "BUULLLLLL" and held it until we got the signal to say SHIT. Shawn would then begin

talking again. He continued to shine a light because he knew that whatever she was going to say was pure bullshit.
Shawn snatched the flashlight from Miguel's hand and took his blunt from him, too. Seth started telling Shawn, "We all know damn well you wouldn't harm her."
The blunt was ignited by Shawn, who inhaled deeply and handed it to Seth.

Yal, I'm not gonna lie, that bitch would've beat the hell out of me. In my defense, I would have been able to get a few good shots in. 'Or, you know, just sue her ass," she said with a nervous laugh before returning to her seat. I almost vomited from laughing so hard.




As we sat talking about who we'd like to see fight on the team, we discussed why I tend to speak slowly with my Texas accident. Those guys just love giving me shit about that, and now I'm getting knocked out the hell over the other day. Everyone on the team has their own things they get messed with about, well, almost everyone, people like Keith, Veronica, Silvia, Addian, and Taj, from time to time. Curtis also doesn't allow many people, as they say, "play with their name" because they're crazy; I have personally had to prevent Taj from running a few people over with his car who "play with his name." Luckily, they've lightened up as the year went on.


After feeling like my legs were falling asleep, I got up from my chair and walked around a bit. I was walking along the trail with Miguel's bullshit light in hand when I wondered what I'd do if I were attacked by a bear while I was walking alone. Then, I imagined a bear. However, it was not the bear seen in nature documentaries but the cartoon bear, Yogi. I wonder sometimes why I come up with such random shit when I'm alone. I guess it's just my mind's way of keeping me entertained. I always try to come up with the weirdest scenarios, and it's a great way to take a break from reality.

During my stroll, I came across a tree with these perfect branches, where I sat and watched Albany from afar. Although I don't climb all the way up, I feel like I'm on top of the world, partly because I'm afraid of heights and partially because I wouldn't break my neck if I fell out. It's a peaceful feeling like I'm in a cocoon. I can appreciate the beauty of the view without worrying about the dangers of the real world. I take in the moment and cherish it.

After I settled in, I smelled all the scents mingling in the air: new bark, living leaves, ozone from the neon, and weed that my teammates were smoking. My eyes scanned the scene, taking in everything I could see. A smile spread as I thought about finally suiting up and being under the lights.


Codi, you're always doing some weird shit."

Shining the light down and catching Curtis in the bright orange glow with a honey bun in his hand. He greeted me with a laugh when I jumped down.
"Settle down, Tarzan," he chuckled, "you'll break your neck before tomorrow."



He sat on the boulder and ate his snack. Even though Curtis ate so much junk food, he was still the most athletic on the team. This year, for homecoming, I watched Curtis smoke a black and play pick-up basketball, eat three rows of Oreos with milk, and then do our entire routine without a single warmup! "Freak of nature" was the perfect way to describe him. Curtis excelled at everything he did, from cutting hair to rapping; nothing was beyond him.




He offered me his Black & Mild when he finished eating. Still, every time I smoked one, I'd end up getting a powerful migraine and violently vomiting. During my thirteenth birthday, my brother Tyson and best friend Kyle stole one from my dad and smoked it together. Within two minutes, I started

vomiting all over Tyson. All the food I ate that day had to come out at once. My mom beat us all to a pulp when we told her. However, my dad laughed, saying, "Boys will be boys."

I enjoyed talking to Curtis. I noticed during tryouts that he was always willing to help anyone who needed it. Over the summer, since he had family in Texas, we got together, and he taught me how to lift and helped me get into the right mindset to join the team. Don't get me wrong, Crutis can be a bit annoying occasionally, but he has a good heart.
"Hey bro, let me ask you something,” He said as he blew smoke into the night sky. "Wassup?"
He began to talk about Silvia and how he messed up with her a few days ago while drinking at Seth's. Have you heard about it from her?" He asked.
"No," I shook my head. "I just heard about it."
He laughed like he was ashamed of himself and said how he woke up the next day with a bruise on his face, which he learned was from her slapping him. Whenever he tried to talk to her the past few days, she would give him a cold shoulder, and when she spoke to him, she would either be very short with him or just talk about their roles as partners in the routine.



"I miss her, man," he confessed, "I miss her sneaking out before Taj and em' see her with my shirt on. I'm not ashamed to say it, but I love her and don't know what I'd do without her."

It's the first time I've heard Curtis talk like this. He always had a reputation for being a player, mainly when he would show us the fishbowl of girls' numbers he randomly drew when bored. It always seemed like he wasn't really trying to mess with Silvia. When I would see them together, they would always argue. I could only tell him to tell her this stuff. It seemed like he was hiding a part of himself, unwilling to admit anything to Silvia. It was almost like he was constantly shooting himself in the foot.

"Think so, bruh?"
The stars in the sky caught my attention as I shrugged. "Probably. My mom always says you never really know until you ask."
"Damn, bro, you're right. You sound like a wise dad from a sitcom," he said.
Laughing, I helped him and returned to the rest of the group. We saw Cuyler hiding behind a tree, crying in the shadows when we arrived. We were scared to death because it looked like a bear.
"You good man? "I asked as I patted him on the back.
"Not at all!" he shouted, whipping tears from his eyes. "Miguel keeps terrifying me with that evil clown mask!"
In a loud laugh, Curtis said, "You might have to whoop homeboy's ass, Big Wool."


Miguel's favorite prank was scaring people, and he would go above and beyond to get a good scare out of anyone he could. He knew Cuyler was deadly afraid of clowns, and he had no issues taking advantage of those fears. Paige has even gotten into terrorizing Big Wool, going as far as dressing up like one during Halloween and staring it out his window, making Cuyler have nightmares for almost a month. Whenever Cuyler got scared, he ran away and hid. Then, either Aubrey or I would have to go find him and talk to him about why he was frightened and running away. As a temporary solution, we'd buy him food or beer to help him get over his fear. Miguel keeps blowing off all my warnings that Cuyler will get revenge on him one day, saying, "I'd love to see him try."

On the way back to campus, we listened to this group called "No Doubt" and this song called "Don't Speak." Until last week, I hadn't heard the song. I could feel the pain in the lead singer's voice.
As Miguel drummed along on the dashboard, he sang, "Don't speak! I know what you're saying! Please stop explaining!".

In unison, the car yelled, "Don't Speak!" "Don't speak!"

Miguel dropped me off at my dorm, and I couldn't wait to get to bed. I stuffed my uniform and a few magazines into my bag and buried myself under the blankets. My excitement about my second chance made me feel like I was going to sleep on Christmas Eve. This was my second chance, and I was determined to make the most of it. The possibilities ahead filled me with anticipation, and I was eager to take control of my destiny.

Tuesday, April 2nd, 1996...4 Days Until Nationals


Cold sweat swept over me when I awoke. Standing on my feet, I felt like I was on a merry-go-round. The room felt like it was still spinning in circles. I felt a rush coming from my
stomach and throat; immediately, I covered my mouth and dashed for the restroom, but when I burst through the door, puke poured out all over the floor. In a puddle of puke, burger chunks, and chocolate, I collapsed to my knees. I felt as if my stomach was trying to get everything out of it that I had shoved in it.


I sat scrubbing my bathroom floor for hours, wishing my grandma was here to give me chicken noodle soup and crackers. Hell, I also want someone else to clean this mess up. As I cleaned up, the smell would make me gag, and the feeling of wanting to throw up kept playing a game of peek-a-boo with me, causing me to put my head in the toilet dry, heaving my life away. The sounds of my dry heaving caused me a headache, and my throat felt raw.


My joints ached. I felt like tinny needles dug into my feet with every step. When I finished cleaning my floor, putting my towel and clothes in a black trash bag, and walking down the hall to put my clothes in the washing machine, I took a shower to wash the vomit off my body. My alarm clock read 3 o'clock when I returned to my room. At 6, we were meeting on the bus, and I made my way to bed, but no matter how much I twisted and squirmed, I could not get comfortable. I decided to just drag my comforter off the bed. The carpet still smells like green apples. Thank goodness I vacuumed yesterday and used the carpet freshener. As I rolled myself up like a burrito, I fell asleep. Today was the perfect day for this to happen.

When I got on the bus, I felt like I'd been run over by a pack of elephants. The moment Silva saw me, it was like she couldn't stop herself.
"Codi, you really look like shit," she exclaimed, laughing hysterically.

“Silvia shut yo stank ass up,” Addien interjected. “Always trying to come for some damn body when your edges are dryer than Taj’s hands.”
Silva gasped and placed her hands on her head. "You bitch, at least I don't look like a busted can of biscuits in my uniform!" She snapped, followed by an evil laugh and a head roll.
Addian clutched his chest as if clutching pearls.
"Bitch, I told you I was stress eating over this damn routine! At least I can keep a man," Addian said, rolling his eyes as he moved an imaginary piece of hair out of his face.


As Silva's eyes widened and water began to form at the depths of her eyes, a fire ignited in her eye. She started screaming in Spanish before she could attack him with the water bottle she had held. From nowhere, Curtis picked her up and walked her to the bus.
"Put me the Fuck down!"

But Curtis wisely ignored Silvia's demands as she punched and kicked in his arms.

"Get on this fucking bus, Addian! I promise you, I am going to hurt you!" she screamed.

With his duffle bag draped across his arm, Taj wandered overdressed in his fraternity hoodie. Since I've known him, he has never laughed so hard.
Putting his arm around Addian while shaking his head, Taj asked, "Why do you always manage to get that girl started?"

Addian swats Taj's hand off his shoulder, "Nuh-uh, don't you put this one on me; she always starts the shit!" He pleaded, "Comin' at me about how I look in my uniform, knowing I've been stressing over this shit."
I couldn't disagree with him, regardless of how much I loved Silvia. When you start something with him, it's always gonna end with someone's feelings getting hurt, most likely yours.

My stomach felt particularly uncomfortable during the bus ride. Despite constantly trying to throw up into a plastic bag, I was thankful that nothing came out. Every bump made my stomach flip. I couldn't get comfortable whenever I tried to sleep because of the potholes. I can only find comfort in the coolness whenever I lean on the window. Slowly, I began to drift off to sleep. Despite feeling tired, I felt much better than when I was early in the morning.


My head hit the window with a loud thud when a huge bump abruptly woke me. Sweat covered my entire body. When I asked Rio how far we were from Red Bluffs, he shrugged and estimated about an hour or two. Since my stomach finally settled down, it wasn't the answer I sought. Clearly, it wanted food. As I searched my duffle bag for snacks, I was disappointed to find none.


It felt like my stomach was sinking back to my spine, and I was growing desperate for food. I scanned the scene from the back of the bus. Many people were asleep. I considered asking Rio, but he would say he was waiting for me to pull out food so he could ask for some. There's always someone he can mooch off of.


My best option to grab a few snacks was Kristine, who was seated a few seats ahead. However, asking her for snacks would be like asking Batman about his secret identity.

As much as an uphill battle this was going to be, I knew I had no choice but her because she had the nickname "Queen of Cookies" and would always pack more snacks than clothes on long road trips. I hoped this trip would be the same. Still, as I mentioned earlier, I had difficulty getting a crumb from her.


Kristine was seated in the middle of the bus. When the bus hit another pothole, I stumbled.
Once I reached the walkway, Reagan, Tiffany, and Shawna were lying in blankets in the middle. Their heads rested on their pillows. Walking around them was impossible, and the more time I sat there staring, the more demanding my stomach became. As I looked up, I noticed the section where people's bags were placed and decided to climb up. After stepping on my seat, I climbed up. Stepping on both seats to my left and right, I straddled them and slowly walked over them, making sure not to step on anyone's face or hair.


My first sight of Kristine was her with her headphones on, staring out the window. Though I couldn't tell what she was listening to, I could tell it was playing on full blast, so I hopped down next to her and quietly sat down. The desire to scare her had grown more robust, but my stomach screamed at me. In a flash, I grabbed her and shouted, "Oh GOD!" while shaking her. As hard as she jumped, I felt like she would have leaped right out if the window had been down. However, when she realized it was me, she punched me twice in the arm, and it hurt like hell.


"What the hell do you want, Codi?" she yelled while still wearing her headphones.

After signaling for her to take off her headphones, I told her how hungry I was and that I knew she had extra snacks she could give me. Her big brown eyes stared at me in awe. I smiled as she opened her backpack and said, "Hell no!"

I was floored. All those snacks are in Kristine's backpack, and I can't get anything! I kept asking repeatedly, even offering to pay, and she continued to deny me even a few times in Spanish.
Defeated, I stood up and said, quietly enough so that she could only hear me: "If I was Daymond, you'd share with me."
She opened her eyes, and those big brown eyes exploded like dynamite. Immediately, I regretted saying anything. Grabbing my hoodie collar, she got in my face. She gritted her teeth and said, "What the hell just happened?"
I took a big gulp and repeated what I had said.
She got even angrier, and her voice became lower and sharper. Codi, I swear to God if you tell anyone what you saw last night, I'll personally end you!" letting go of me in the process.


At the same time, I was scared by the threat, which made me giggle a bit. This was my only leverage for the Cookie Queen to open the snack vault. In exchange for food, I promised her I wouldn't talk about her or Daymond to anyone. Despite her reluctance, she gave me two boxes of Hi-C fruit punch juice, some animal crackers, and two Fruit Roll-Ups. I thanked her, relieved I had escaped the immediate danger thanks to a bit of blackmail. I was grateful for the food and her generosity, although it had to come from a bit of blackmail.


It was Kristine's first year in college. Although she was one of the best players on her team in high school, transitioning from high school to college was difficult for her since coming from a place where you are the best and then moving to a place where you are at the bottom of the food chain can be extremely humbling. As Coach says, "If you were good in High school, it's like being an enormous fish in a small pond. However, when you get into college, you're no longer in the pond but in the ocean!"

Over the months, Kayle became her own person, both skill-wise and personality-wise. Kristine and Aubrey have known each other since high school. After seeing Aubrey tumble at a basketball game during her freshman year of high school, Kristine became her biggest fan. Aubrey's skill level as a tumbler was second to none in Wisconsin; she was well-known throughout the state. The friendship began when Kristine saw Aubrey at the local cheer gym and asked for tips and advice at the end of high school. When Kristine heard Aubrey was coming to Albany, she quickly applied because she wanted to cheer with her idol in the sport and her best friend.

Despite being good in her own right, Kristine lacked confidence. Off and on the mat, she'd always worked her ass off. Over the past three months, we have been lifting weights together every morning at 5 a.m., which has helped her with her confidence, not just on the mat. However, Kristine faced a tall challenge today to make the competition team: Tiffany.


As a cheerleader, Tiffany was a natural. Within two tries, she could do anything she was asked to do. Having broken her ankle at the start of the year and been cleared not too long ago, she saw this as the perfect opportunity to claim the spot she felt was rightfully hers when Aubrey went down with her injury.


The two of us talked today about our second chances. When I told Kristine about my night of vomiting, I thought maybe it was a sign that things wouldn't work out. She told me that she couldn't sleep. As a joke, I said Daymond kept her awake all night. A hard punch hit my arm.
"It's not even like that!" she pleaded.

I had a good laugh over that. Kristine expressed how she couldn't shake this nervous feeling in her gut, and when she closed her eyes, she only saw her messing up when she took the mat and bawled her eyes out. While sleeping in the back earlier, I had the same visions.

In a soft voice, she asked, "Codi, do you think I can do this?



"I know you can do this, Mighty Mouse," I said, putting my arm around her shoulder.

After laying her head against my shoulder, I gave her a kiss on the forehead. Truthfully, I felt more confident in her than in myself. We sat in silence for the remainder of the trip.
We finally reached Red Bluffs Community College, and I was blown away by the beautiful campus. The college was about five years old, but it looked like it was still brand new. When we walked through the doors of the main gym, it was packed with standing room only. The crowd was a sea of blue and yellow loudly chanting “GOOO BLUFFS GO!” as the mascot and other Bluff cheerleaders entertained them by throwing flips and tossing out t-shirts.
I was blown away by the beauty of the campus at Red Bluffs Community College. Five years had passed since the college opened, but it looked like it was still a brand-new facility. It was standing room only in the main gym when we walked through the door. A sea of blue and yellow cheerleaders chanted “GOOO BLUFFS GO! ” with the Bluff mascot and cheerleaders throwing flips and tossing t-shirts to the crowd.

Daymond and Rio grinned ear to ear as they watched all the females laughing and smiling.

There was no doubt that they had died and gone to heaven.

While passing by, Coach said, "Stop staring and put your tongue back in your mouth.". There were so many cheerleaders dancing and laughing in sports bras and spandex. Although
I love the sport, but sometimes I do so for the wrong reasons. Even though the locker room had a big party feel, I didn't feel like I could get too sucked in. I put on my hoodie, put on my headphones, and listened to Houston, Texas's own DJ Screw as I changed into my uniform.

Returning to the main gym, I watched the other teams perform. The only sound I could hear while watching the other schools was DJ Screw's Pimp the Pen. Even though it wasn't my team yet, I could see myself tumbling and moving all over the mat, making it look easy while doing some dope shit. It became so real that my heart started pounding quickly, and I felt my hair rise on my neck.
Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder; it was Jackie. Taking off my headphones, I greeted her. Her eyes were fixed on the performance as she sat next to me. "Are you okay, bud?" she asked.
Nodding, I smiled. I could tell Jackie didn't really believe me by her looks. However, she would not dig.
"Are you looking forward to your first performance?" Trying to hide my excitement, I shrugged.
"Codi, it's okay to say you're excited about doing something; life doesn't always have to be serious."
Playfully punching my shoulder, she smiled at me. As we watched the performances, we discussed the latest Martin episode. We highlighted things we liked about the teams we saw. Having her come over to talk to me was a delight. Leaving me here alone would have forced me to have a panic attack as I would have too much on my mind. Looking at her watch, Jackie said we should meet back with the team in the warm-up area.


When we returned, Coach summoned the four candidates for the vacant positions. Having no idea who would go out for the first performance, he let fate decide.
"Codi," he thundered over the music. Keith, you and Tiffany will have heads, and you and Kristine will have tails; whoever wins the toss picks which performance they will attend."
Never before have I been as nervous about a coin toss as when Coach showed us both sides. It felt like the coin had been floating in the air for hours when he flipped it. I felt my heart about to jump out of my chest. Coach slapped the top of his other hand after catching the coin. I could feel Kristine's nails digging into my skin as she gripped my arm.

Coach moved his hand. "TAILS!" he shouted.
In a flash, Kristine blurted out:
"We'll go to the second Coach!"

Taking a step back, Keith shrugged and began warming up. After Tiffany expressed her gratitude to Coach for giving her a shot at making the comp team, he just laughed and said, "Don't suck out there," as he walked off to get the team ready for warm-ups.
Before running over, she hugged Kristine tight and wished her luck. Despite her big smile, I knew Tif was a killer, competing in cheerleading ever since she could walk. From the moment she gets on that mat and that music starts, she puts on a show!


The team shot out of the gate as soon as Coach signaled Tristen to start the music. Everything looked effortless and so energetic. Neither Tiffany nor Keith appeared to be out of place. Keith tumbled. Then he turned to me, pointing at me, smiling, and winking. Seeing this, butterflies instantly started flipping in my stomach. Undoubtedly, Keith was coming to win, and he was letting me know it! Taking a deep breath, I nodded; if he tried to get into my head, he had succeeded.




My attention was drawn to Kristine and Aubrey, who were both watching Tiffany intently. Audrey was talking in Kristine's ear; she kept rubbing her hands together as she looked extremely anxious. She probably saw Kristine getting too upset and was doing what she could to talk her down. My eyes were glued to Keith as he performed. He was much better than I ever realized.


“Damn, he looks like a tank out there.” I turned and saw Tristen standing over me.

I nodded in agreement and returned my attention to Keith, who made this look effortless. I hadn't heard Tristen say anything since we were last at Paige's and Migule's. As the team finished their warm-up, he pulled up a chair next to me. I clapped my hands in appreciation because they looked great. I nodded at Keith as if to say, "Game on!" On the inside, though, I wasn't so confident, and I would have cried if I was alone because there was no way I could beat him out of that spot.

The four of us gathered our things and headed to the gym. During the walk, Tristen talked to Aubrey about how he wished he appreciated cheering at Albany more when he was healthy. While listening to him speak, I wondered what I would do if I suddenly couldn't cheer. In my mind, this was my life and my only means of leaving Texas. I realized how much I relied on cheerleading and how it had become my identity. I also felt guilty for not appreciating it when I had the chance. If I got hurt like Tristen and Aubrey, I wouldn't be in high spirits at all. I would have dropped out of school and gone back to Texas.


Taking advantage of some open seats at the bottom of the bleachers, we watched the remainder of Canyon View University's performance. I got flashbacks of our last outing. I really enjoyed the performance; it was very energetic. Everyone seemed to be having a good time until someone tumbled into the Eagle mascot. A bearded red-faced male was exposed when the head rolled off the mat. He frantically grabbed it as quickly as he could. After that, the train went further off the rails. People were getting dropped all over the mat, and no matter how hard the crowd cheered, whatever could go wrong did.


The team just looked defeated when the music stopped; I wondered if that's how we looked when we shit the bed last time. Several Canyon View cheerleaders were crying, others were laughing,

and the rest seemed speechless. Aubrey kept saying how bad she felt for the whole team, how she couldn't imagine going through that, and how embarrassingly uncomfortable she felt watching them. However, Tristen and I laughed when she talked about the mascot's head flying off.

Coach appeared with Seth's camcorder in hand; although all of this madness had happened, he didn't look phased. He can sometimes come off as robotic when the team is ready to perform. He would never sit before the mat like other coaches; he just stood off to the side. He always had a poker face. He showed no emotion, whether celebrating a victory or comforting a team member after a defeat. He always kept his composure, which was weird, mainly because he rarely raised his voice over anything.


Sitting in front of the mat, I felt nervous when our team arrived. When the music started, the team came out with a bang and looked light-years ahead of where they were at the Tech Showcase. Keith caught my attention as I watched and studied him. Honestly, it seemed like he was doing everything effortlessly! Glancing over at Kristine, she stared daggers through Tiffany. The girl wasn't missing a beat, nor did she and Keith look like professional cheerleaders hitting the crowd every time after tumbling. However, it was his second season competing. Keith's primal yell caused an insane reaction from the crowd as he banged on his chest like King Kong. When our eyes met, the competitive fire in his eyes gave me chills. I knew I didn't stand a chance to get the final spot.








The team looked like a highly functioning machine, leaps and bounds ahead of what they did during our last performance. I closed my eyes to hear the crowd, and it sounded almost louder than

when Tech performed in their home area. When the music stopped, the team yelled out, "KNIGHTS!" In the end, the gym came unglued with applause, almost deafening! Kristine and I rushed to the mat, hugging our teammates. Although I was competing with Keith, I was happy to see my team perform so well! The atmosphere in the gym was electric, and the team's energy was so contagious that the audience was on their feet from start to finish, cheering and chanting along. It was clear to everyone that the team was giving their all and that the Albany Knights had finally arrived.

At the back, we met Coach, who could not hide his delight at the team's performance. As happy as I was to see my team do so well, I felt a lot more pressure when I took the mat with the team. Kristine's face also showed conflict. We would be okay, I told her as I hugged her. As Keith approached me, I couldn't help but congratulate him because he was on a different level. In that performance, I could tell he had been working his ass off. During the dap, he looked at me like, "You'll have to take this shit from me!" If I was meant to beat him, I had to be damn near perfect.


I felt overwhelming worry and stress as the team continued raving about their routine and how excited they were to perform again. My wanderings led me into an empty hallway. The tile floor was cold as I sat on it. I took a deep breath and rested my head on my knees. Keith's performance was almost perfect; even the best of my efforts couldn't compete.


"Um, are you feeling okay?"

When I poked my head up, Reagan stood before me. I quickly got up and assured her I was fine, then complimented her on her performance, taking the attention away from me. As she hugged me tightly, she smiled hard and said thanks. As her big brown eyes looked up at me, she stepped back,
Is everything okay with you, man?"

A half-smile formed around my lips as I nodded and kissed her forehead. The two of us walked back to the gym to meet with the rest of the team. Reagan could not contain her excitement as she talked about how happy her sister and mom were to surprise her today.

“I couldn't believe it when I saw them waving their sign with my picture!" She gushed.



Reagan looked so excited about her family coming from Fresno to see her perform. As I got ready to step onto the mat today, I longed for my family to come to see me perform so I would have something familiar to look at from the stands. It made me wish my family could come to watch me perform today to give me something familiar to see in the stands while I was on the mat.


Upon meeting up with the team again, it was time to eat. As I became increasingly hungry, my stomach became unhinged and demanded satisfaction. Within less than ten minutes, I scarfed down three peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and two bags of cheese puffs. Despite my nerves running wild, I managed to slay the dragon roaming around in my belly. Life is all about the little things, as my brother Carlton would say.
Aubrey, Cuyler, and I explored the school after eating. With a wheelchair, we rushed around the halls, scaring Aubrey half to death, almost bumping into walls, nearly tipping her over, coming around a corner at top speed, screaming at the top of her lungs for us to stop. Big Wool would laugh hard as hell.


After a while, we stopped horsing around and started looking at the school's pictures and memorabilia. Cuyler couldn't stop talking about how excited he was that we would perform together. I wish I had the same enthusiasm as him, but I didn't want to be the one who messed up the team's momentum. I hated how negative I was and how scared this whole thing made me. I felt like I had

the weight of the world on my shoulders. I had to find a way to lift my spirits and be positive for the team. I had to find a way to believe in myself.


During our conversation, we discussed cheerleading and the latest gossip Aubrey had uncovered in the past few days. Then, we ran into a group of cheerleaders. When I say I ran into, I mean I ran over the foot of another cheerleader. When I stopped, Aubrey apologized for running over the girl's foot. The fact that they were in the middle of the hallway left me puzzled about why she wasn't apologizing. Although I thought I was thinking about that internally, I wasn't.


"Um, excuse you!" she shouted.

I realized there was no turning back on this one. I repeated myself as Cuyler and Aubrey kept trying to speak for me, but I wasn't having it.
"If you weren't in the middle of the freaking hallway, you wouldn't have had your damn run over my ashy fucking heels!"
I assured her if she wanted to be safe, she would be sure not to be in the middle of the hallway where people walked or rolled!
We started to get in each other's faces. I wasn't backing down because I knew I was in the right!



Our back and forth continued until her teammates and Cuyler intervened, separating us.

"Come on, Codi, relax." Cuyler pleaded, "It's not that big of a deal." as he attempted to drag me away from the argument.

To cool off, I headed to a nearby water fountain and sat on a nearby couch. Perhaps I was upset because the girl wanted an apology, or maybe the stress of the upcoming performance was

getting to me. I was lashing out at anyone who crossed my path. A few minutes later, Cuyler rolled Aubrey to where I sat, and the girls from the other team, minus the girl I got into with, joined us.


"Hey man," one of the girls started. "we're sorry about that over there. She's just running on high because this is her first performance since being sick."
Despite ignoring what she said, I caught eye contact with Aubrey, who essentially said, "BE NICE OR I'LL KILL YOU!" I'll never challenge Aubrey, especially when she sees an opportunity to make new friends.
"Yeah, it's cool," I muttered as I stood up.



The group of girls joined us as we continued to explore around the school. I hung out behind the group, along with the girl who I ran into. I wish she would have gone up front with them because I didn't want to speak to anyone. I just wanted to be alone with my thoughts for a little while.
“So, how long were you sick for?” I didn't know why I asked. I guess the silence was kind of annoying, and it started to become awkward.
She stopped and looked around like we weren’t the only ones back there, which quickly annoyed me. "Why are you looking around?" My hands clenched, "It's just us back here."
I could feel the girl give me a look that said, "Watch your mouth before I really go the hell off." I took a deep breath and asked her again about her sickness.
Her voice was quite sweet compared to when she was cursing me out. During a trip with the basketball team to Vegas, she said she got lightheaded while tumbling and crashed and burned on the court. Her doctors couldn't figure out what was wrong with her body, and for four weeks, she couldn't eat anything and was constantly dizzy.

After that question, we started talking a bit more, still not looking at one another, just walking and making small talk. Erica was her name, and she's from Vancouver. She cheered at Pleasant Grove University, a private school in Olympia, Washington, and was studying to be a nurse.
After she stopped using the restroom, I realized we needed to catch up with Cuyler, Aubrey, and Erica's teammates. The fact that they didn't say anything and that I ignored where we were walking with this girl I had just met left me speechless. And as much as I wanted to ditch her while she was in the bathroom, I couldn't do it, not only because it was rude but because I was not entirely sure where I was in this huge school.
After Erica came out, I finally got a chance to see her. Looking at her, I felt my heart skip a beat, and the song "Pretty Brown Eyes" by Mint Condition started playing in my head, like when the main character saw the prettiest woman in town in the movies. As I gazed at this beautiful woman, I felt like she was the song I would always skip, but later found out it was breathtaking.

“Codi, Earth to Codi!” she said, shaking my shoulder. The music in my head abruptly stopped with a record scratch. My heart started back to its normal beating pattern. But still, I was at a loss for words. “Are you ready to go?”
I nodded in agreement, and we began to walk. She dominated the conversation while I focused on observing so intently that an opening door nearly collided with my head. The incident prompted Erica to burst into laughter, almost in a full-fledged cackle. Her infectious laugh triggered a fit of laughter in me as well, and we found ourselves in the midst of a laughing spree in the hallway, with onlookers passing by and giving us curious glances as if we had lost our minds.
For some inexplicable reason, everything just felt right when I was around Erica, even though we had only just met. However, her taste in music was rather questionable. I couldn’t comprehend how her all-time favorite songs were from Disney movies when classics like “Summertime” by The Fresh Prince or “The Beautiful Ones” by Prince & The Revolution were readily available. It was

mind-boggling that she didn’t even know who Maxwell was; “Whenever, Wherever, Whatever” was undeniably one of the best songs of the year! But then again, she was exceptionally attractive, not just your average kind of attractive, but on a Toni Braxton level of beauty. So, I figured I could overlook her musical preferences, especially since we might get married one day.


"Wait!" she shouted. "You attend Albany, don't you?"


I nodded slowly, curiosity peeking, but I couldn't ignore the unsettling sensation in the pit of my stomach. I couldn't help but wonder if she was a past fling of Rio or Daymond, and I wasn't keen on getting emotionally involved with someone for whom our connection was merely a one-night stand.


"You guys had a brawl with Wes Val at Tech last week! It's a hot topic among the other teams today."

It was astonishing how quickly word spread about our squad's showdown the other day. I gestured to the knot on my temple, and she immediately shifted into nurse mode, firing off questions about whether I was sensitive to light and a whole slew of other concerns. Despite my usual aversion to people invading my personal space, I didn't mind her being so close to me. She had a delightful scent of peaches, and her eyes held a captivating shade of brown. As I recounted the story of the brawl and how I ended up getting knocked out cold, she burst into laughter. Even though it was at my expense, that smile of hers could've illuminated the darkest room, and I couldn't care less about being the punchline.


When we finally returned to her locker room, the thought of having to leave her filled me with dread.
"Well, this is my stop," she said, her fingers fiddling nervously as she flashed a radiant smile.

I couldn't help but break into a goofy grin. We exchanged awkward handshakes, but our hands

remained intertwined for much longer than they probably should have. She gradually released my hand, and her cheeks blushed a rosy hue while I couldn't stop giggling like an excited child. Leaving her was the last thing I wanted to do, but it was time for me to head off and prepare for my performance.
"Hey, Codi!" she called out as she headed into her team's locker room.



I turned around, delighted to steal one more glance at her before we parted ways.


"Try not to use your head as a punching bag next time. It's a surefire way to lose a fight." She burst into laughter at her own joke once more, winking at me and wishing me luck in my upcoming performance as she waved goodbye. I truly didn't want her to leave.


I put my headphones on and started playing "Player’s Ball" by Outkast to get in the right mindset for my performance. When I walked through the gym doors, the team appeared to be gathering to begin preparations for the second performance.


“Codi!” Cuyler called out, waving for me to join the huddle. I jogged over, hanging my headphones around my neck, and squeezed into the huddle next to Rio and Shawna. Coach stood at the center, discussing minor changes he wanted to make to the routine. As he spoke, I could feel my heart racing, as if I had just finished a 20-minute sprint.


I put on my headphones and went to my bag to swap out my CD for The Fugees' album "The Score." I skipped to track three and slipped on my black headband. Lauryn Hill's voice blared through my headphones, "Ready or not, here I come. You can't hide."

I began stretching to the rhythm of the music and then grabbed my jump rope, starting a light workout to break a sweat and warm up. My high school wrestling coach used to emphasize the importance of being warmed up and sweating before a match, and I carried that over into my cheer career, especially today, as I competed to prove that I deserved a spot on the competition team.


By the time it was time to step onto the practice mat, I was drenched in sweat. I removed my hoodie and headphones, handing them to Aubrey, who couldn't hide her disgust at touching my sweaty hoodie. I wiped my hands on the mat and focused entirely on the task at hand. Keith and I locked eyes and exchanged a respectful nod, but I was ready to give it my all. Big Wool approached me and gave me a hug. Although he didn't share my warm-up philosophy, he was already sweating more than I was. He yelled out to the team, "Keep it tight!"—his pre-performance battle cry that never failed to make me laugh.

As the music kicked in, my heart raced, and my muscles tightened with tension. It felt as though every move I attempted was destined to go awry. Flips turned into stumbles, and I repeatedly found myself on my hands and knees. When I threw Silvia into the air, I narrowly missed her feet, teetering on the brink of dropping her face-first. It was like sinking into quicksand, and the deeper we delved into the routine, the more I struggled to extricate myself from my own missteps.


Glancing at the front of the mat, I saw Keith, Aubrey, Ezra, and Tiffany, all urging me on with fervor. "Come on, Codi!" Ezra's voice cut through the music. "Push through!"


Aubrey clapped in rhythm with the beat, her voice a rallying cry of encouragement. Keith, on the other hand, remained stoically silent, his eyes locked onto mine, a sly smirk playing on his lips. I

seethed with frustration, fully aware that I was virtually handing him the coveted spot on a silver platter.


Finally, the routine came to an end, and I couldn't recall a recent performance this abysmal.
Coach insisted I step back onto the mat for another run-through while the rest of the team did a leisurely walk-through to conserve their energy.


"I need you to be more present, Codi, and ease up. You're far too tense," Coach advised as he wiped the sweat from his brow. He restarted the music, but I continued to struggle. I just couldn't shake off this lingering funk that had consumed me. Everything I attempted felt wrong, but the silver lining was that I didn't completely mess up my tumbling.


I wanted another chance, but Coach denied it. He was saving me, recognizing that I was spiraling out of control rapidly. The warm-up, meant to prepare us for the performance, had the opposite effect on me. Instead of boosting my confidence, it made me feel inadequate. Maybe Coach had been right about not including me on the list in the first place. My self-assurance crumbled, and I couldn't shake the nagging fear that I'd be the cause of our second act's downfall. The weight of the entire performance seemed to rest squarely on my shoulders.


The warm-up concluded, leaving me drenched in sweat and my thoughts scattered, plagued by an ever-present fear of failure. As we made our way toward the backstage area, my mind raced in every direction. I yearned for everything to go smoothly, but I couldn't shake the daunting belief that I was about to step onto that stage in front of all those people and utterly botch the performance. We positioned ourselves at the rear, with one team ahead of us in line and another team finishing their

routine on stage. The cacophonous roar of the crowd was deafening from our vantage point backstage, intensifying my nervousness.


A profound sense of panic gripped me, a suffocating fear of failure and self-doubt clawing at my thoughts. I desperately wanted to avoid messing up and disappointing everyone. As I teetered on the brink of a mental spiral, Taj and Addian took hold of me, yanking me back toward the entrance. I'm sure they sensed my turmoil.

"What's eating at you, man?" Taj demanded, locking eyes with me. I tried to answer, but a massive lump lodged itself in my throat, rendering me speechless.


"Listen," Addian interjected, his tone tinged with annoyance. "Whatever's going on, you better sort it out because you're not going to sabotage this performance!"


Taj shot him a look of frustration and muttered through clenched teeth, "You're not helping!"



Addian disregarded Taj’s empathy and bluntly addressed my behavior, highlighting how they couldn’t continue coddling me. He pointed out that I had been incessantly complaining about not making it onto the competition team, and now that I had the opportunity to rectify it, I was crumbling like freshly laundered clothes.


Addian’s words hit me like a wake-up call. There was no sugar-coating, just raw and unvarnished truth. It was precisely what I needed, even if it stung. I took a deep breath and embraced Addian tightly, expressing my gratitude for his candidness. Curtis and Silvia eventually joined our

impromptu huddle, and I sensed that Addian and Silvia had reconciled after their earlier altercation. All I could hear echoing in my head were Addian’s words.


“If you fail, you will have no one to blame but yourself.”



Curtis announced his new rap name, "Scoop Nasty." It felt like he did it to lighten the mood and relieve the tension before our upcoming performance. However, taking his rap name seriously was a bit challenging, especially considering his peculiar pre-performance ritual of listening to old Christmas music, notably "Feliz Navidad," despite butchering the lyrics every time, which always got on Silvia's nerves.

Despite the odd choice of rap moniker, Curtis held a special attachment to an old tape player passed down from his late grandfather, complete with a mixtape of holiday tunes. He vowed never to remove that tape, believing that his grandpa's presence was with him before every performance.
While we couldn't help but chuckle at his unique stage name, we also understood the sentimental value his music held for him.



"Listen, Curtis, I can assure you that I'll never, in a million years, call you 'Scoop,'" Silvia affirmed with conviction.

"Scoop Nasty!" he corrected, grinning from ear to ear.

Curtis nonchalantly shrugged and exuded confidence as he assured us we'd be eating our words when he hit it big with his first album. I couldn't help but chuckle; doubting Big C was something I knew better than to do.

Then, Taj jumped into the conversation, "Hold on a second, Mr. Nasty, didn't you say just last night that you were going to become a cop?"

"And the night before, you were dead set on becoming a pilot!" Addian chimed in, sharing the same bewilderment as the rest of us.

Curtis, I mean Scoop Nasty, doubled down, insisting that he could excel in all three professions and was on the brink of revolutionizing the rap game. Fortunately, before he could reveal his grandiose business plan, we had to take the stage.

As the announcer introduced our team for the last time that evening, a surge of electric energy coursed through my body. We burst onto the mat and met with a resounding ovation from the crowd. Being one of the final teams to perform that day, with every squad in the arena, it felt like the main event, brimming with the kind of anticipation you'd expect at a Mike Tyson fight


Cuyler came up to me, and in his perspired state, he carried the scent of Irish Spring soap. I looked into the crowd, where I spotted Erica, and I waved to her, eliciting that lovely smile in response.
Kristine joined us, and we exchanged enthusiastic high-fives followed by a heartfelt bear hug. I offered a silent prayer to myself and then turned to Addian, who flashed me an encouraging thumbs-up. Without a doubt, it was a "now or never" moment.


Once we were in position, a sudden hush fell over the gym as we awaited our music.

Butterflies began to flutter in my stomach. However, when the music began to blast through the speakers, all my worries melted away. The crowd's roar sent my adrenaline soaring. As I moved up and down the mat, I could see the audience completely engrossed in every motion we performed.

I executed a flawless tumble to the front of the mat, nailing a twisting flip. I turned my head and winked at Keith, who responded with a smile. The pre-performance jitters were now a thing of the past, and I had finally arrived. It felt incredible!




As the routine concluded, I couldn't contain my excitement and exhaled an alpha-like scream. I sprinted toward Cuyler, leaping into his arms and celebrating our successful performance. I savored every moment, fully aware that the tides of fortune could change at any time.
However, looking up into the stands, I couldn't spot Erica where I had last seen her. I longed to see her beautiful smile, the perfect cherry on top of such a fantastic moment. Riding high on cloud nine, my euphoria abruptly faded as Cuyler and I rejoined the team in the back. Many of my teammates wore solemn expressions, leaving me utterly confused. I knew I had performed exceptionally well out there, but judging from their faces, Cuyler and I seemed to be the only ones who felt that way.
Doubt suddenly crept in, casting a shadow over my elation.




Kristine sat in the middle of the floor, crying uncontrollably and screaming, "I ruined it! I ruined it!" The rest of the team wore bleak expressions as if they were attending a funeral. My elation evaporated swiftly as the team congregated in the hallway, enveloped in silence broken only by Kristine's heavy sobs. I had been basking in the happiness and excitement of giving my all in the routine, which had significant implications for me personally. Yet, in that solemn moment, I realized it was about the team's success, not mine. No matter how thrilled I had been, we had failed. That failure could be the defining factor between victory and returning to Albany empty-handed in Daytona.

We boarded the bus swiftly and quietly, packing our belongings without any arguments or fights, in stark contrast to the last time we failed to meet our expectations. However, there were no cheers of joy like after our earlier performance; instead, a palpable sense of disappointment and frustration hung in the air. We all eventually settled onto the bus, and Coach addressed us with a speech about how proud he was of our efforts. He expressed his satisfaction that the team we had seen at the Tech performance was no longer the same, emphasizing that we were still far from reaching our full potential.

Coach then made a special announcement: Tiffany had earned a spot on the competition team. Her eyes welled up with tears, and Reagan hugged her tightly in celebration. Kristine appeared visibly upset, but she managed to be a good sport and congratulated Tiffany, a gesture I could only imagine required much emotional effort.


Despite being proud of my individual performance and deeply disappointed in how poorly our team had performed, I couldn't help but feel mixed emotions.


Coach congratulated Tiffany and then turned his attention to Keith and me:

"Gentlemen, I want to thank both of you for your hard work and dedication and for pushing each other to improve, not just for yourselves but, more importantly, for this team..." Coach's pause felt like an eternity, causing my palms to sweat. "This decision wasn't easy, and both of you put on one hell of a performance today. But, with all that being said," he finally continued, "Codi is the one who will be taking the open spot."


I couldn't contain my overwhelming emotions, especially as the bus erupted in applause for Tiffany and me. Keith came over and gave me a congratulatory fist bump, joined by the rest of the

team, showing us congratulations and affirmations like "You deserve it." I couldn't help but express my gratitude to Keith for helping me tap into a level of performance I didn't know I could. Kristine approached me to offer her congratulations on making it to the competition team. I told her how proud I was of her but sensed that wasn't exactly what she needed to hear. So, I hugged her warmly and reassured her that everything happened for a reason.


I couldn't shake the sympathy for Kristine; she had put tremendous effort into this opportunity but fell short. I hugged her tightly once more as she sniffled, and she returned to her seat. While I was thrilled to be officially part of the team, I also understood that the real work was about to begin. However, until my first official practice, I only wanted to pop in my "Old School Jamz" CD and listen to Marvin Gaye's "After the Dance," savoring the moment. I had finally secured my ticket to nationals.







Wednesday, April 3rd, 1996...3 Days Until Nationals



By the end of the third practice, I was utterly exhausted. We started at 7:30 a.m. with a rewatch of our last performance on a projector. Coach meticulously broke down every aspect he found fault with. Then, we'd watch it again, challenging ourselves to discover new areas for improvement. I didn't think it was as bad as everyone else believed. Both Big Wool and I appeared to be genuinely enjoying ourselves out there.

Coach pointed out that our performance lacked energy and attention to detail, making us look flat. He emphasized the importance of recording all our performances, explaining that it allowed him to inch closer to perfection and spot things he might have missed during the performance. His ability to dissect a cheer routine with such precision and attention to detail utterly amazed me.


Once the film session concluded, Coach put us through an intense training regimen that left us feeling like we had been hit with everything but the kitchen sink. We ran the routine well over a hundred times because Coach wasn't satisfied with our performance, often cutting the music abruptly and restarting with remarks like:
"We're a lot better than this!"

"Stop feeling sorry for yourselves and get your heads in the game!"
His determination to push us to our limits was evident, and his relentless drive for improvement motivated us to give it our all.




The relentless routine continued, with Coach demanding that we roll up the mats and push them down and back on the basketball court or run the bleachers until he deemed us ready to meet the standards he had in mind. We'd set the mats back up, my heart pounding harder and harder as I struggled to catch my breath, and then the music would start again. This grueling process continued until the third and final practice.


During this last practice, Coach focused on fine-tuning minor details. He emphasized that the difference between first and second place lay in the slightest of details. He also reminded us not to get too caught up in our thoughts about nationals but instead to concentrate on executing our routine

flawlessly and controlling what we could on that mat. Coach's dedication to excellence pushed us to our limits and instilled in us the importance of attention to detail.


After our grueling gym session, the cool breeze outside was a welcome relief and an escape from what we had jokingly called the devil's playground, also known as the cheer gym. Seth had instructed the guys to gather at the open field next to the athletic training building in fifteen minutes. Big Wool and I accompanied Aubrey to her dorm room, discussing how Coach had pushed us to our limits during practice.


"I'm so damn relieved today was our last practice," Cuyler groaned.

I laughed, but it quickly morphed into a grimace of pain. My body throbbed with discomfort, and that laugh felt more agonizing than anything we had done at practice.

As we returned to the dorm to grab our towels, we speculated about Seth's unusual idea in store for us. The last time he'd gathered all the guys, it had been just the freshmen, and Tristen had suggested a bizarre race involving a cookie in our ass on the football field. Cuyler, Keith, and I had immediately shot down that idea with a resounding "hell no." This had earned us some disapproval from the other guys, but we were unwilling to participate. In moments like these, Miguel and Taj, like brothers, often stood up for us and helped others understand our thought process. They acted as our advocates, particularly among the veteran males on the team.


When we arrived at the athletic training building, I was surprised to see multiple ice bathtubs arranged in a circle. The six veteran male cheerleaders—Curtis, Taj, Addian, Rio, Seth, Daymond, and Miguel—were busily filling them with bags of ice. I couldn't have been happier to realize we

weren't embarking on crazy antics today. My body desperately needed some natural relief after the grueling practice earlier.
As I reveled in this unexpected turn of events, Scoop and Keith rolled up in Scoop's iconic blue 1979 Ford Pinto. The car's speakers were blaring "Here I Go" by Mystikal at a volume that could be heard and felt from blocks away. Scoop's bass was legendary, and I always smiled to see Keith getting down to some hip-hop in our neck of the woods. The real entertainment was watching Scoop attempt to get out of his car. He was built like a stack of bricks and was too large for the Pinto.

The Albany night sky had always been a breathtaking sight. No matter how long I'd been here, gazing at the stars at night never failed to bring a smile to my face.
"Just imagine it, fellas," Daymond declared as he cracked open another beer. "By tomorrow, we'll have our toes in the sand and be surrounded by beautiful women!" His words ignited a passionate argument between him and Rio about who would end up with the most "honey" by the end of the trip.
"You know if Scoop Nasty were in the running, you jokers would be in trouble!" Curtis chimed in, much to my annoyance with his newfound habit of talking in the third person.


"You can't say a damn thing, Curtis; Silvia got your balls in her purse and got your punk ass whipped like a badass kid," Keith snapped with a hearty laugh.
Almost as if they had rehearsed it, all the guys began making whip-cracking sounds.

"Tubz, you gonna throw your own homie under the bus like that?" Curtis said, throwing ice at Keith. "You want to call me whipped, but I see how wrapped around Veronica's finger you are!"
A chorus of "OOOOOOOs" erupted from all the guys in their ice-filled tubs.

Keith didn't miss a beat. He just laughed and responded, "Think what you want, playboy. My lady knows the deal.


Miguel warned Rio and Daymond that if they are going out in Daytona and being “frivolous” with their dicks it’ll be looking like a Starcrunch by the time we come back to Albany. Rio shrugged and said, “God got me!” with the most evil laugh I’ve ever heard.
"You're going to hell with gasoline draws for saying that bullshit," Tristen exclaimed as he strolled up to us in his lawn chair.


It was my first time seeing Tristen outside our cheer events. This was because he stormed out of Miguel's place after Jackie had given him a piece of her mind about his behavior. Seth tossed him a beer, and he snagged it out of the air with an impressive one-handed catch. We all settled in and began discussing our excitement about the upcoming trip to Daytona. Every time the topic of nationals came up, my stomach would fill with butterflies, and the hairs on my neck would stand on end.
Tristen didn't say much beyond greeting us all. Occasionally, he'd chime in with stories about when he and some of the folks who had graduated last year embarked on a road trip to Daytona, a grueling 46-hour drive. I could hear the tinge of sadness in his voice as he realized he wouldn't be able to grace the stage with us in just a few short days.



The humid night melted the ice quickly, but the weather and the ice water felt sensational. As Rio and Daymond started to drink more, they argued back and forth.

"Bro," started Daymond. "You can't sit here and say I won't be getting hoes when you were the one that got so desperate that you snuck into the girl's restroom and wrote your beeper number in all of the stalls."

Rio looked utterly taken aback by Daymond's comments, then quickly fired back, "Oh, I know you're fuckin' lyin'! Did you cry all semester over a girl because she wouldn't answer your call after a
one-night stand?"



"You both are pathetic!" Taj shouted out, fed up with their drunken bickering, "Hearing yal' buffoons argue is making my ass itch!"






It was an unwritten rule that whenever we all gathered, it was bound to turn into a heated debate or even a full-blown argument over the most trivial things. Tonight was no exception.

Keith and Curtis found themselves locked in a dispute over who could do the most push-ups, a competition fueled by pride and testosterone. The tension between them was noticeable, as if the world's fate hinged on this push-up showdown.

Meanwhile, Tristen and Seth engaged in an impassioned discussion about trucks, their voices rising with each point they made. It was as if the fate of the auto industry rested on their shoulders.

Cuyler, in his typical dramatic fashion, threatened to drown Miguel in his own bathtub for the constant scares he subjected them to. The threat was delivered with exasperation and humor, and Miguel couldn't help but laugh in response.

To my immediate right, Addian and Taj found themselves in a heated argument with Daymond and Rio about their alleged disrespect towards women and their penchant for stirring up trouble within the team. The air was tense as accusations flew back and forth, yet a hint of humor lingered beneath the surface.

As chaos and debates raged around us, it was just another typical night of bonding for our friends.



As the night wore on, the raucous debates and arguments gradually faded into the background, leaving behind a serene atmosphere illuminated solely by the stars above and the occasional sound of a cracked open beer can. It was a welcome change of pace from the grueling practices earlier in the day.
During this meditative moment, my thoughts inevitably drifted towards Erica. I couldn't help but wonder what she was currently occupied with—perhaps during her cheer practices, or maybe she was busy listening to terrible music that she seemed to enjoy so much. I felt regretful for not having had the confidence to ask for her number. The mere thought of being able to engage in long, meaningful conversations with her over the phone tugged at my heartstrings, and I yearned for that opportunity.


As Seth emerged from his ice bath, decked out in a hot pink speedo that left little to the imagination, Keith couldn't help but voice his discomfort.
"Come on, blood, we weren't trying to see all your goods!" Keith grumbled, prompting laughter from the group. Seth ran a hand over his freshly bald head, which glistened in the moonlight.
"I'm really going to miss these moments," Seth reflected, his tone tinged with nostalgia. "I know not every moment has been perfect, and hell, I know I haven't always been the easiest to deal with." "You damn right about that!" Tristen chimed in with his southern twang.

Seth chuckled and continued, "I'll always cherish these moments, especially when I'm old and gray. I'll share these crazy stories about my time in Albany, Oregon, with some unbelievable people. Now, are we perfect?"
"Hell no!" We all chanted in unison.
"Exactly," Seth nodded, a sense of unity sweeping through the group. "We're not perfect, but we're brothers, through thick and thin. We'll always be bonded through the tears, sweat, and blood we've shed together. I love all of you and will always be there, whether in cheer or life."
Seth cracked open a beer and hoisted it in the air, prompting us to follow suit.

"Tomorrow, we embark on a business trip to Daytona," Seth declared passionately, his voice resonating with determination. "And in a few days, we fucking return to Albany as national fucking champions!"




We responded to Seth's heartfelt speech with a chorus of grunting sounds reminiscent of Tim Allen's iconic grunts in the sitcom Home Improvement, which happened to be Seth's favorite show. Seth had always been someone I looked up to, and the respect he commanded from every team member, from the veterans to us freshmen, was truly remarkable. His leadership style, characterized by his exceptional talent and his down-to-earth, selfless demeanor, had a profound impact on all of us. It was an impact we knew we would sorely miss next year.


When our ice bath meeting concluded, Cuyler and I quickly freshened up. We headed to a local pizzeria to meet Aubrey and Kristine. As we walked in, the tantalizing aroma of pizza and cinnamon sticks filled the air, causing my stomach to protest with a sudden uproar. I couldn't wait to satisfy my hunger finally. Kristine appeared to be in much better spirits than she was after the showcase. Practice seemed to have lifted her mood, and although we hadn't talked much, it was

evident that she was more upbeat. The jukebox in the corner played "Take on Me" by A-HA, adding a lively atmosphere to the pizzeria.


We began venting about our teammates and practicing as soon as we took our seats. Kristine shared how she had spent the previous night crying over not making the team, even calling her dad in Wisconsin to pour out her frustrations. I opened up about Erica, which surprised Cuyler and Aubrey, as they had witnessed our interactions and assumed I couldn't stand her—well, I thought I couldn't until I looked into her eyes.
"Looks like my man Codi is out here picking up chicks, huh?" Cuyler declared, giving my shoulder an aggressive pat.
"I told you not to call females 'chicks'!" Aubrey snapped back. "Or what?" Cuyler challenged.
Aubrey shot him sternly, and Big Wool backed her up with an equally intense gaze. Silence hung in the air, and a standoff was brewing.
"Anyway!" Kristine intervened. "Tell us about the girl, Codi!"


I spilled the beans about our stroll around the school, the conversations we shared, her peculiar music taste that still puzzled me, her eyes sparkled, and how her fragrance and smile stirred butterflies in my stomach like never before. I also mentioned how she teased me about getting knocked out during the big brawl.
"Have you spoken to her today?" Aubrey inquired.

I shook my head, regret lacing my words. "I didn't ask for her number."

All three of them suddenly pounced on me, berating me for not seizing the opportunity. "Dude, she was totally into you!" Cuyler exclaimed between bites of pepperoni pizza.

Aubrey and Kristine chimed in, recounting the unmistakable signals she had sent – the smiles, the hugs, and the waves. I felt like the biggest fool on the entire west coast. Reading signs was never my strong suit; I had always been oblivious whenever a girl showed interest in me. But with Erica, it was different. She had already captured my heart in just one encounter like no one else. I had fumbled this chance and could only hope for another opportunity to make things right.



"I've really missed hanging out with you guys," Kristine sighed as she toyed with her salad. Aubrey, ever the inquisitive one, said, "Where have you been the past few weeks, anyways? We're always hanging out, and you're never in your room when we come to get you."
"Oh, I've been around, just hanging out," Kristine replied cryptically.

"What do you mean?" Aubrey questioned with a puzzled expression. "You don't hang out with anyone but us. Where've you been, and why are you talking in code like this?"
Kristine didn't respond; instead, she continued playing with her food, her cheeks turning red. Cuyler and I exchanged glances, knowing Detective Aubrey was about to embark on a mission to uncover the truth behind Kristine's mysterious disappearances. Aubrey persistently probed Kristine about her activities, and although Kristine tried her best to maintain her "no" stance, Aubrey could
tell she was hiding something and was determined to get to the bottom of it. It was like witnessing an interrogation in progress.


"Come on, just tell her already!" I pleaded, growing impatient. "I don't want to sit through this all night!"
On the other hand, Cuyler had no problem with the lengthy interrogation, as it meant he could enjoy more pizza and cinnamon sticks.
Kristine looked at me with wide eyes, resembling a deer caught in headlights.

"Kristine, you've got something going on, and I need to know!" Aubrey demanded, banging her fist on the table.
Kristine sighed and confessed that she had been seeing Daymond for the past month. The expression on Aubrey's face was as if Kristine had just confessed to heinous crimes like kicking puppies or punching babies in the face during her free time.


Cuyler burst out laughing. “Oh shit! No fucking way!”


Aubrey wasn't amused by the situation at all. Her jaw clenched tightly, and the vein in her neck throbbed. I half-expected her to transform into the Incredible Hulk.
"KRISTINE!" she hissed. "Honey, how could you get involved with that lowdown, dawg? Daymond cannot be with just one girl or even know how to make one happy!"
"This is exactly why I didn't want to say anything!" Kristine fired back. "You don't know him like I do! He's sweet and treats me nicely, and here's the 4-1-1: he promised me that he has changed and that he's only seeing me! Besides, it's my business and costs nothing to mind your own. I'm a grown adult, just like you are!"




Following some back-and-forth arguing, the table suddenly fell into an awkward silence as if time had stood still for a moment. Then, Cuyler let out a loud burp, breaking the silence and causing us to laugh.
Aubrey took a deep breath. "Kristine, I love you and see you as my sister. I guess I'm just scared he's going to break your heart. I've been with people like him, and it always ended in heartbreak for me." She took a sip of her Coke. "I just don't want to see you go down the same roads I did, you know?

But you are right; you are grown. All I can ask is that you just be careful and let him know that if he hurts you, I swear to God, I'll personally come at him with razor blades and fucking lemon juice."



Kristine laughed but reassured us that she knew what she was doing. However, in the same breath, she thanked all three of us for always having her back since she got to Albany. I couldn't help but feel a little worried. I knew who Daymond was – a top-tier player, or as he and Rio often referred to themselves, "International pimps." Judging from the stories he shared about his football days and his freshman year at Albany, the name was earned for a reason. I just hated seeing Kristine tangled up in the ugly web of heartbreak.


After eating, we headed to Seth's place for one last get-together before our early morning flight to Daytona. The atmosphere at Seth's house was absolutely electric. Some members of our team and a few friends from the track team, who Seth occasionally invited over, were bouncing up and down to the beat of "Jump Around" by House of Pain, which blasted through the stereo system. I maneuvered my way through the lively living room crowd and went to the dining room.
Curtis, Miguel, Daymond, and Keith engaged in a highly heated debate in the dining room. They were passionately arguing over who the hottest celebrity was, a conversation they seemed to have weekly. The house pulsated with energy, and laughter and cheers filled the air as people enjoyed the music and good company.


The debate in the dining room was loud and confrontational, with everyone passionately defending their choices for the hottest celebrity.
"Come on, Miguel, you're straight buggin'! Ain't no way Aaliyah looks better than Alyssa Milano or even Adina Howard!" Daymond challenged Miguel.

"Curtis, tell this fool that Aaliyah makes Alyssa look like Weird Al, and as for Adina, don't even get me started!" Miguel fired back.
Before Curtis could even utter a word, Daymond cut him off with a pointed accusation. "He can't even answer you because Silvia's got his balls in her back pocket!"
Curtis slammed his domino onto the table, clearly agitated. "Aye, bruh, y'all need to stop disrespecting the game of Scoop Nasty! Ain't no shawty ever gonna have Scoop whipped!"

I glanced over at Silvia, who was giving Curtis a death glare. It was clear that he had no idea she was standing there while he continued to spout off at the mouth. The atmosphere in the room was charged with playful banter and competitive spirit.






Paige joined us at the table with a bowl of BBQ chips and settled onto Miguel's lap. She playfully asked him why he never looked at her the way he looked at Aaliyah, causing a hush to fall over the table amid the loud music.
"What does that make me?" she snapped, her frustration palpable.

The whole table exchanged looks of "Oh shit," realizing the tension in the air. Miguel's expression shifted to one of realization.
"Baby, look, that's not what I meant at all!" he pleaded as he reached for a chip, trying to defuse the situation.
Paige, however, gave him a disgusted look and told him to ask Aaliyah for some damn chips. She got up and left, leaving a heavy silence in her wake. Miguel took a deep breath, and Curtis couldn't resist a snarky comment.

"Speaking of whipped," Curtis said with a laugh as Miguel scrambled to catch up with Paige. The rest of us chimed in, making whip-cracking sounds as we teased him.



I jumped in to pick up where Miguel left off. Despite my efforts, I couldn't buy a win, and the trash-talking was at an all-time high, especially with Daymond going on an insane winning streak. He was relentless in reminding us of his dominance.
"You fools are straight scrubs," he boasted, "I don't even know why y'all keep playing; y'all can't touch the champ!"
"Fuck these dominos," Keith declared with a mischievous smile as he stood up from the table, "I know that no one in this whole house can beat my ass!"
Just as things were getting heated, the front door slammed shut, and Kristine stormed in, looking like she had been crying hard, with mascara running down her face. Before I could react, she made a beeline straight for Daymond and delivered a closed fist to his ear while he sat down! The room fell silent, and everyone's jaws dropped.


"You're such a fucking liar!" she cried.

Daymond shot up from his seat, his face a mask of confusion and shock. He rubbed his ear, which was stinging from the sucker punch.
"Bro, what the hell are you even talking about?" he asked, his voice rising in bewilderment. "And why the fuck did you just punch me?"
"You were out here fucking Reagan when you fucking promised me you've changed!" Kristine shouted, her voice quivering with anger and betrayal. "Begging me to give you a chance, promising you weren't the guy people said you were! But that was a lie; you are that and much more!"

She went to slap him again, but Jackie and Aubrey intervened, grabbing her by the arms and pulling her away.
"I think he's had enough!" Jackie declared firmly as they dragged Kristine out the front door. She continued cursing Daymond, her anger, and betrayal. The hurt poured out in her words while Daymond stood, puzzled by the sudden events.


The house was eerily quiet now; no music played, no dominoes were being slammed, and the lively atmosphere had dissipated into silence. Despite Rio's best efforts to console him, Daymond stood motionless in the dining room, starkly contrasting to the confident and boastful guy we knew. It was as if the wind had been knocked out of him.
I exchanged glances with Cuyler, and we both shared the same bewildered expression. Daymond eventually made his way out of the house, accompanied by Rio and Seth. He looked defeated, his usual swagger and confidence wholly stripped away. It was a side of Daymond none of us had seen before, leaving us all in shock.


The party gradually regained its lively atmosphere. Miguel eventually reappeared, arm in arm with Paige, and it had been an hour since Kristine confronted Daymond, but there was still no sign of her. Reagan and Tiffany made a boisterous entrance through the front door, clearly intoxicated and carrying a bottle concealed in a brown paper bag. They yelled in unison, "We're going to Daytona, BITCHES!" The entire house erupted in cheers and celebration.
Jackie joined our group, and we decided to play spades. She partnered with me, while Miguel and Curtis teamed up. I knew how to play the game, as my dad had taught me, but it had never clicked with me for some reason. Every time I played, it led to arguments with my partner.

Daymond stormed into the dining room like a raging bull, his face contorted with anger. He demanded to know where someone was, but I couldn't quite catch who he was looking for before he confronted Tristen in the living room.
"You fucking told her!" Daymond accused, his voice seething with rage.
Tristen defended himself vigorously, "Man, what are you even talking about? I didn't say a damn thing to her! But, if I had, it would've been the truth!"


Daymond shoved Tristen against the wall, hitting his injured elbow, but Tristen, seemingly unfazed, swung at Daymond with his good arm. Fortunately, Rio, Seth, and Curtis separated the two before things escalated further.
Keith, always one for a brawl, encouraged the fight. "Nah, blood, let them cats duke it out! This scrap has been brewing for a little hot minute. Let 'em fight it out, blood!"


Tristen insisted he hadn't spilled the beans but was willing to go toe-to-toe with Daymond, even with just one good arm. "I'll beat you like the bitch you are!" he shouted, throwing his beer at Daymond. I tried to help restrain Tristen, but the man's strength was comparable to an ox's.


“He didn't tell her, I did!”



At that moment, it felt like time had frozen, and every pair of eyes in the room was fixed on Reagan. She stood in the middle of the living room, holding a red solo cup with a sinister grin. It was as if she relished being the puppet master, reveling in the chaos she had caused and enjoying watching the world burn at her feet. She calmly sipped her drink, savoring the moment as everyone in the room stood in awe of her. She felt like she had the world at her fingertips, and she knew then that no one could take her power away.

Daymond approached Reagan with a mix of confusion and anger etched on his face. Tiffany rushed to stand beside her best friend as though they were preparing for a confrontation. Tiffany whispered something in Reagan's ear, and Reagan shook her head in disagreement. She then went to sit back on the couch, joining Shawna, who had remained surprisingly quiet throughout the chaos, almost as if she were simply observing the madness unfolding around her.
Daymond repeatedly questioned Reagan, demanding to know why she would do something underhanded and hurtful behind his back. His confusion and anger were palpable, and his voice carried the weight of betrayal.


Reagan, seemingly bolstered by a shot of liquor, began to confess her actions. She hesitated momentarily as if gathering the courage to speak before finally revealing the truth. She explained that she had seen Daymond and Kristine growing closer, reminiscent of their interactions in the fall.

Reagan's voice cracked as she continued, admitting her desire for Daymond's attention and her wish to be with him exclusively. She accused him of playing with her emotions, a Daymond vehemently denied. However, given Daymond's reputation and the stories surrounding him, Reagan's words carried weight. The once-confident and charismatic Daymond now appeared to be a completely different person. As he walked out of the door, slamming it behind him, the room fell into an uneasy silence. I couldn't help but feel that everything we thought we knew about him had been shattered instantly.


As Cuyler and I stepped outside, the calm wind hit us like a wave, instantly giving me goosebumps. Tristen was standing by his truck, conversing with Paige about the recent events. Silvia

and Veronica were there, too, and it was clear that Tristen was still very upset about Daymond's attempt to fight him.
"He's damn lucky I'm in this sling," Tristen grumbled, "because he knows I would have straight-up killed that dude!"
Cuyler and I exchanged glances, silently deciding we didn't want to get caught up in their conversation. Instead, we started walking in the opposite direction, hoping to find Kristine and Aubrey.

The disbelief of what had just transpired as we walked hung in the air. I turned to Cuyler and asked if he had any idea that Daymond and Reagan were messing around. He mentioned how he knew Reagan had a massive crush on Daymond, like most girls who laid eyes on him for the first time, but he hadn't seen anything beyond that. I couldn't deny it; as much as I despised what Daymond did to Kristine, I had to admit that his "game" was on a level I had only seen in rap videos or movies. The night had gone from sitting and toasting with the guys to exploding with drama, leaving us feeling colder than a polar bear's toenails.


"Kristine is lucky we're friends!" Cuyler exclaimed, his words accompanied by chattering teeth. "Because it's too damn cold to be walking around this damn neighborhood looking for her."


We made our way around the block, but our search for Kristine proved unsuccessful. The cold was starting to wear on us, and we reluctantly gave up, realizing that perhaps she didn't want to be found. We returned to Seth's place and spotted Kristine getting into Jackie's car with Aubrey. We rushed over to them before they could drive away. Jackie and Aubrey rolled down their windows, giving off an air of protectiveness around Kristine.

I tried to ask Kristine if she was alright, but Jackie continued speaking for her, which became increasingly frustrating. "She just doesn't feel like talking to anyone," Jackie explained, sensing my frustration.
Cuyler asked Aubrey to call him when she got home, and she promised she would. She kissed him on the cheek, and I made brief eye contact with Kristine. I waved, and she weakly smiled before resting her head on the window. I felt relieved that Jackie would be with her, at least. Jackie had a comforting presence and a protective nature, especially towards us freshmen. She didn't want us to be taken advantage of. If she sensed any mistreatment from the veterans, her Chicago side could emerge instantly. I recalled hearing a story about her and Veronica having a conflict last year, and it made sense, given their strong personalities.




Cuyler and I re-entered the house, and my gaze fell upon Daymond sitting at the same table where we had been engaged in a spirited game of dominos earlier. He was in the process of downing shots of tequila, and it was unmistakably the same bottle that bore Reagan's lipstick print on the front. She had a peculiar way of marking her bottles. Rio, seated beside him, seemed to be silently playing the role of bartender, continuously pouring one shot after another. It appeared that Daymond had decided to drown his sorrows in alcohol, even though he was the one who had brought this situation upon himself. Despite my earlier frustration with him, I couldn't help but feel a bit of sympathy for him now.


I settled onto the floor next to Shawna and Ezra, our bodies sinking comfortably into the soft gray shag rug. Meanwhile, Cuyler grabbed a chair since the couch was occupied by Miguel, Paige, and Curtis. Seth, as usual, was perched in his designated chair, strategically placed to face the door,

just in case of any unexpected visitors. He always quipped, "I ain't trying to get taken out by some punk who'll shoot me in the back."
Miguel then lit up a blunt that he claimed was filled with sour diesel, a unique strain of weed that he'd acquired from his cousin. The sour diesel weed emitted a pungent aroma, a mixture of skunkiness and citrus, and its vibrant green buds were laced with fiery orange hairs. It was reserved for special occasions, and it seemed that, in his eyes, tonight, the night before we fly out to Daytona, warranted such a distinction.

Miguel nonchalantly posed an unusual question to the room, his blunt hanging casually from his mouth, "If you could hook up with an alien, would you do it?" The sudden inquiry drew perplexed looks from everyone present.
Ever the wild card, Ezra promptly declared, "I would!" His announcement ignited laughter throughout the room.
"Why are y'all laughing at me? My one true love could be up there among the stars!" Ezra defended his cosmic romantic aspirations.
Shawana said, "Every guy you've been with has you thinking he's 'the one' after a day!"

"Damn, Ezzy, are you just an intergalactic hoe?" I couldn't help but blurt out. Paige joined in, her laughter filling the room as she quipped, "Just looking for love on all the wrong spaceships?" Miguel added to the comedic exchange, teasing, "Love bean, thank God you're pretty because these jokes ain't hittin' like you think."
Paige's smile faded quickly, and she retaliated by pelting Miguel with a pillow from the couch. Our laughter escalated, and Miguel, while playfully scolding us to be quiet, couldn't help but smile. Paige, now victorious, retorted, "Seems to me they think I'm pretty funny, ya jackass," and planted a cheeky kiss on his cheek.

As the night wore on, we conversed about the past year's experiences, with the veteran cheerleaders reminiscing about their first year in Albany. Seth eventually set up his video camera, and we gathered around to watch a montage of images from the year. We saw footage of our first team meeting, where I looked fresh out of high school, wide-eyed and eager, utterly unaware of the challenges and growth that awaited me. The video then transitioned to heartwarming scenes, like the embrace between Big Wool and me after our performance at Red Bluff. It was a sobering reminder that I would be in Daytona in less than 24 hours, performing with this incredible team that had helped me become the person I never imagined I could be.
The bittersweet moment washed over me as I realized that some fantastic individuals would be parting ways at the end of the school year. Still, each of them had left an indelible mark on my heart and mind.








Thursday, April 4th, 1996...2 Days Until Nationals





"Alright, team, wake up and make sure you have all your belongings!" Coach's announcement stirred me from my drowsy state. I yawned, sleepily retrieved my bag from under my seat, and put on my headphones. The soothing sounds of "Let's Stay Together" by Al Green filled my ears. It was a song my dad and I listened to as a kid. My dad and grandparents are why many people think I have an old soul, thanks to my love for old-school music. My Granddad would often refer to it as "real music."

As I walked through the airport, I noticed it was relatively empty. It seemed like most people preferred to fly out early in the morning. I proceeded through security but unintentionally set off the metal detectors.
"Okay, honey," the security officer said gently, "step over to the side so we can pat you down."



I did as I was told, and the next thing I knew, her cold hands were patting me down like I was hiding the world's most suspicious sandwich or owed her money. All the while, she attempted to make small talk with me, her voice oddly mismatched with the intimate frisking. I couldn't help but think, "Lady, this isn't the kind of early-morning embrace I signed up for." As she finished, I
half-expected her to ask for my number or, at the very least, kiss my forehead to make me feel a tad more cherished.
When I finally cleared the security check, my entire team, including Coach, had gathered and were thoroughly entertained.
"You know, Co Co," Veronica began with a mischievous grin, "where I come from, people would pay top dollar for a pat-down like that." She let out a laugh that sent shivers down my spine.
My initial reaction was to slap her coffee right out of her hand, but I knew better. Veronica could easily take me down, and then I'd be stuck buying her another coffee as punishment or dealing with Keith. So, I settled for flipping her the bird, which only elicited an exaggerated eye roll and a playful smirk from her. Ah, the joys of team comradery, where sarcasm and banter flowed like a
never-ending stream.



I grabbed my carry-on bag and joined the rest of the team by our gate, waiting for it to open for boarding. The airport was so cold that I could feel the chill seeping through my warm-ups, which were usually pretty good at keeping me comfortable, especially with my white Champion hoodie underneath. Despite the cold, I found myself in a losing battle against sleep.

I looked around and noticed that Cuyler had sprawled out on a few seats, using his jacket as a makeshift blanket. Miguel was seated against a wall, and Paige was draped across his lap, clearly in pursuit of much-needed rest. It seemed like sleep was the primary objective on everyone's minds. I slowly drifted off to a little corner next to Shawna and Rio.


I awoke to the sound of the entire team in a state of uproar, engaged in heated discussions about some issue with our flight. Shawna, in particular, seemed to be seething with frustration as she vented to Tiffany and Ezra, placing the blame squarely on our school's penny-pinching tendencies for such problems. As I sat up, groggy from my nap, I couldn't help but notice Curtis, who was clearly upset. Curious, I approached him and Silvia, eager to understand the cause of this collective concern over the flight delay.


"It's not a damn delay, Codi," Curtis snapped impatiently, clearly on edge.
Silvia, not known for her patience, tried to calm Curtis down by rubbing his back gently and speaking softly. "Codi," she said, "they're telling us that our flight wasn't even booked."


Her words hit me like a ton of bricks, and the weight of the situation began to sink in. We had all worked tirelessly for this opportunity, and now there was a chance we might not be able to go, all because of an airport mistake. Panic and frustration rippled through the team like wildfire, and Coach stormed past us, heading straight for the front desk. The prominent vein on his forehead was ready for action, and I knew whoever he confronted first was in for more than just a piece of his mind.


"Yo!" Rio called out, tossing a wad of paper that smacked me on the lip. "What the hell do you want, man?" I snapped.
He pointed at the air hockey table. "Trying to get your ass whooped before we fly out?"

Since meeting Rio on my college visit, we had been locked in a very unfriendly, competitive war. We'd challenge each other in anything, from foot races to video games. Rio was a competitor through and through, and he had a knack for trash-talking without even trying.

I accepted Rio's challenge and made my way over to the air hockey table. I had to pay for the game since the last time we went head-to-head was last week at the pizza joint when we played skee ball, and he narrowly beat me. That loss still irked me, especially when Rio called himself "A God amongst men." It couldn't help but make my blood boil, especially after losing such a close game.
But when I beat him in our foot race the week before last, he had every excuse in the book, from "Oh, I'm still drunk" to "My ankle is hurting." It was always something, and I loved it because I was such a sore winner and always made sure he knew who had beaten him.




The game was a best-of-three, and I was determined to beat Rio in three straight games, with the loser paying for each one. However, Rio had a quick start, scoring three points before I could even blink.
"Codi, if you give up now, I promise I'll only gloat a little bit," Rio taunted, a wicked grin spreading across his face. His words only fueled my determination to come back and win.




I quickly retaliated with two goals, refusing to yield to Rio's taunts. Our competitive showdowns had a knack for bringing out the best and worst in me. It was frustrating to let his trash talk affect me. Whether I emerged victorious or suffered defeat could color my entire day. Yet, there was an undeniable allure in the drive to triumph.

Coach consistently emphasized the significance of competition within our team, stressing that it extended far beyond the confines of the gym. "Competition is the death of complacency!" he would reiterate since the tryouts to make the team. He envisioned a squad of fierce competitors, especially among the male members. He firmly believed that pitting ourselves against each other, whether to sharpen our skills, take part in video game battles, or even compete for collecting phone numbers from girls during away games, would fortify us as a cohesive unit. Coach's philosophy was ingrained in all of us, and I hated to lose, which only fueled our drive to excel in every challenge.




We had reached the critical fifth game, with each of us having won two games apiece. Rio had initially led me two games to none, and somehow, I managed to claw my way back, winning two games, both by the slimmest of margins. The atmosphere was tense, and my palms were drenched in sweat. It was as if this simple air hockey game had morphed into an intense battle, and neither of us wanted to lose.
Silence hung heavily in the air as our teammates formed a small, captive audience around us.

The stakes felt incredibly high for a mere game of air hockey. Rio broke the silence by scoring the first goal, and I grabbed the puck, determined to retaliate swiftly. The back-and-forth continued as our tension mounted with each passing second, like two gladiators locked in a fierce contest.


As the game intensified, beads of sweat formed on my forehead. I glanced at the score, realizing I was leading six to five, needing just one more point to silence Rio once and for all. The puck zipped back and forth between us, with each strike more forceful than the last. At times, our hits were so powerful that the puck soared off the table. Fortunately, Taj stood nearby, ready to retrieve and return the puck because neither Rio nor I were willing to step away from the table. We were locked in a fierce battle.

Taj placed the puck back in the center and drifted toward me. I unleashed a powerful shot, aiming to seal the victory. Still, Rio managed to make a last-second save, preventing the puck from going in. It was a heart-pounding moment, and we both believed it was over. It was tense in the air.




The crowd of our teammates grew in size, and the room buzzed with anticipation. I could feel my heart racing as Rio and I continued our intense battle. The sweat on my forehead turned into a steady stream, but I couldn't let it distract me. Victory was within my grasp, and I was determined to seize it. We went back and forth, neither willing to give an inch. The tension in the room was palpable, and I could hear Miguel and Curtis placing wagers on who they thought would emerge victorious. The air hockey table had become our arena, and we were like gladiators locked in an epic struggle.

The buzzer sounded, and I looked up at the scoreboard, realizing that Rio had won the game with a score of six to seven. In a fit of competitive frustration, I slammed my paddle down on the table, unable to hide my disappointment. As Rio approached me with his irritating, smug grin, I reluctantly extended my hand for a sportsmanlike handshake. I couldn't decide what was worse: the sight of his creepy grin or the bitter taste of defeat. Losing always sucked, but a loss to Rio was something I detested more than anything – it was like stubbing my toe on the side of my bed but ten times worse.


After enduring Rio's irritating and passive-aggressive gloating for what felt like an eternity, I decided I needed a break. I put on my headphones, not bothering to play any music. Still, I knew from experience that people were less likely to approach you if you had headphones on. I strolled around the airport, only listening to the sounds around me.

As I walked, the enticing aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the air, drawing my attention. I saw a coffee shop with a sign advertising coffee and cinnamon rolls. My weakness for a warm, gooey cinnamon roll kicked in, and I couldn't resist the temptation.

I walked into the coffee shop and was greeted by Paige, Tiffany, and Shawna. I returned their waves, ordered a bottle of orange juice, and then joined them at their table. I noticed Miguel sitting at a separate table, engrossed in his Gameboy, playing Pokémon Red, a game he claimed to get lost in, especially when under the influence of shrooms.


As the girls delved into a gossip session, dissecting all the events from the previous night, I couldn't help but feel the need to escape the chatter. So, I excused myself from the group and headed over to sit with Miguel at his table. We exchanged silent greetings but didn't engage in much conversation beyond that.


My order was brought to me, making Miguel break concentration from his Gameboy and death stare at my food, which I found pretty funny.


“You want some man?”I asked, offering him the extra fork



Miguel accepted the fork with a smile, and we enjoyed our breakfast together. He gestured towards my CD player, curious about what I was listening to. I explained that I wore headphones to deter people from approaching me rather than playing music loudly, making him chuckle. He then playfully questioned my tendency to be antisocial.

The Cinnabon was pure bliss, each bite melting in my mouth, and when washed down with orange juice, it was heavenly.


As Shawn approached our table, she asked why we were sitting alone. I couldn't resist a sarcastic remark, telling her to join us. In jest, I pulled out my CD collection from my backpack. She held up her fingers, making a "W" gesture with her hands and mouthing "whatever" to us, asserting her right to sit wherever she pleased. She snatched my fork to nibble on my cinnamon roll, and Miguel muttered something under his breath, his words too faint for me to catch, before chuckling. Shawn took the seat between us, which prompted Miguel to warn her against bringing up the previous night's fight, threatening to leave if she did.




Shawn insisted that she was tired of talking about what happened last night. I noted that she had been surprisingly quiet during the events.
Still immersed in his Gameboy, Miguel said, "I forgot you were at Seth's last night, Shawn. You were unusually quiet."
Shawn then shared the reason for her subdued presence. She explained that she had decided to consume some weed brownies before coming over.
"So," she continued, "I told myself I was just going to eat a little bit because the guy I bought it from said it had a lot in it and some new kind of weed his cousin got from England."
Miguel, now fully attentive, put down his game and looked up. "You got bud from England?" Shawna nodded proudly.
Miguel, slightly offended, asked, "Why the hell didn't you call me?" Their conversation was filled with playful banter and genuine curiosity.

Shawna explained that she had initially intended to call Miguel but consumed far more than she had planned. As she prepared to go to Seth's place, the effects of the weed brownie hit her hard. Shawn described the sensation as if you were walking and talking underwater. By the time Tristen and Daymond got into their altercation, she had tried to get up to help break it up but felt her body sinking further into the couch. Every attempt to move only made her feel like she was sinking deeper.
Miguel playfully continued his scolding of Shawna for not including him in her weed adventure, emphasizing that she had even left her bag at his house on one occasion. He recounted the humorous story of his dog, Zi, devouring her entire weed brownie last summer. His impersonation of Zi being high had both Shawn and me in stitches. Despite the laughter, Shawn disapproved of letting the dog eat her expensive brownie.

Our conversation shifted to music, as often when we hung out. I asked the others what they had been listening to recently, and that's when Miguel whipped out his Walkman and produced a Radiohead "Pablo Honey" cassette tape.
"What the hell is a Radiohead?" I inquired, puzzled by the unfamiliar name.

Miguel shook his head, amused, and corrected me, "It's not 'what,' it's 'who.'" He handed me the headphones and pressed play.
As the music began, the vocalist's voice resonated with deep emotion, conveying a sense of profound hurt. "I wish I was special; you're so fucking special," he sang, and then the guitar kicked in as he continued, "But I'm a creep, I'm a weirdo."
I glanced over at Miguel, who was wearing a satisfied smile and nodding in anticipation of my reaction. He firmly believed that people who limited their music tastes were missing out on diverse experiences in life. "Don't have negro ears; learn to branch out," he would often say when introducing me to new music outside of my usual genres like old school music, hip-hop, R&B, or

Nirvana. "Creep" was hauntingly good in its own unique way. I wanted to borrow the tape but realized I hadn't packed my Walkman for the trip.


Shawna pulled out a dual listening adapter from her bag, and a playful grin appeared. She turned towards Miguel and me, asking if we had ever listened to No Doubt, a popular band from her generation. Our heads shook in unison, indicating unfamiliarity with their music.
Filled with a sudden curiosity, I turned to Shawna. I inquired if they knew of any popular radio hits I might be familiar with. A spark of excitement lit up in her eyes as she eagerly began to explain how No Doubt had become her new favorite band and how their music was frequently played at the top of every hour on the radio show she and Ezra hosted at school.


After a brief search, Shawna found the song she was looking for. The music started with a soft melody, and a beautiful female voice began to sing, "...You and me, we used to be together, every day together, always..." Then, the drums kicked in, and a beat hit like a punch to the chest, as the lyrics continued, "...Don't speak, I know just what you're saying, don't tell me 'cause it hurts." The song's melody and lyrics profoundly impacted me, and I found myself lost in its emotional depth.
As the song started playing, I swayed my head to the rhythm, getting lost in the melody. Suddenly, laughter escaped my lips, indicating that the song had struck a chord with me. My enthusiasm grew as the song progressed. I sang along to the chorus, completely immersed in the music. The track was so incredible that I wished it would never end.

However, when I looked at Miguel, he didn't seem to share the same excitement as I did. Shawna, on the other hand, looked pleased, with a sense of pride for introducing us to such a fantastic song. Even after the song ended, the smile on my face refused to fade away. I knew I had to add that album to my personal collection, as it had left an everlasting impression on me.



We spent hours discussing music and Shawna's legendary sleep following her consumption of the ultimate weed brownie the night before. Miguel and I playfully teased her, suggesting that her parents must not discipline her, as the absolute best sleep usually follows a good old-fashioned ass whooping, with tears lulling you to sleep. She responded with a valid point, noting that this didn't sound like a healthy way to sleep.
Just then, Cuyler and Aubrey spotted me through the coffee shop's window and waved for me to join them outside. Aubrey appeared in a foul mood, likely due to her hunger and struggle to decide what to eat. On the other hand, Cuyler seemed quite desperate for my company, so I headed back inside, grabbed my backpack, and joined them outside.



After circling the food court multiple times, Aubrey finally got Chinese food. I had no complaints because I'm always up for some Chinese cuisine. We ordered our food and found a place to sit. It felt like I glanced down at my plate for only a few minutes, but when I looked up again, Aubrey had managed to devour her entire meal. I couldn't believe my eyes. I turned to Cuyler, who was already cracking open his fortune cookie. It was as if they had superhuman eating abilities.
Aubrey couldn't contain a massive burp that echoed loudly through the food court, earning applause from the family seated behind us. Their eating prowess was indeed a sight to behold.


"So," I began, "now that you're no longer in Gremlin mode," Aubrey beamed at me, clearly satisfied with her meal. "How's Kristine doing?"
Aubrey shrugged and replied, "Last night was not fun seeing her like that."

I pressed for more details, and she continued, "She's embarrassed, dude. She thought she was special, but she saw that Damon was nothing but a low-down, dirty, stank-ass dawg!" Aubrey's words conveyed the disappointment and frustration she felt about the situation.


As Aubrey recounted the situation with Kristine and Damon, her face started to flush red, much like when Kristine had initially revealed her involvement with Damon. Cuyler, ever the straightforward one, questioned why Aubrey cared so much. If Aubrey could have, I'm sure she would have used her crutch to whack him over the head for such a comment.


Aubrey's tone grew even more stern as she explained her perspective. "Kristine is our friend, first of all," she said firmly. "And secondly, what happened to Kristine has happened way too many times to me back in high school. I hate witnessing it happen to people, and it makes me want to save and protect my fellow girls. I've mentioned that Kristine reminds me a lot of my younger self, and I just don't want her to make the same mistakes I used to make." Her heartfelt concern for Kristine was evident in her words.

I understood where Aubrey was coming from and admired her deep concern for Kristine. However, her passion took me by surprise. I believed that having someone like Aubrey looking out for her was a stroke of luck for Kristine. Still, I couldn't shake the belief that there were limits to how much anyone could shield another person from life's trials and tribulations.
I recalled my dad's wisdom; he often said you could only save someone from so much. The bumps, bruises, and lessons learned from experience shaped and matured a person. While my care for Kristine was undeniable, I also recognized the importance of allowing her the space to live her life, make her own choices, and sometimes, even her own mistakes. My ultimate wish was that whatever path she chose would lead to her happiness and realizing her goals.

Thankfully, our conversation shifted to the current situation with the flights. None of us were worried because if anyone could solve a predicament like this, it was Coach. Instead, we let our excitement for the upcoming competition in Daytona take over our thoughts. We were eager to watch many of our favorite teams perform on one of the biggest stages in cheerleading.
"Could you imagine if we freaking won!" Cuyler exclaimed, his baby blue eyes widening at the thrilling possibility.
"I'd literally cry!" Aubrey chimed in, tears already welling up at the mere thought.
Their enthusiasm was contagious, and I felt goosebumps rise on my arms. A cold chill ran down my back as I envisioned hoisting that first-place trophy high above our heads. I often closed my eyes and pictured the scene: the roaring crowd, the announcer proclaiming, "And in the first place, the Knights of Albany Community College!" I could see Cuyler leaping into my arms as we celebrated our
hard-earned victory.



I could almost feel the water when I imagined our team joining hands with that first-place trophy and banner and running into the refreshing waves of Daytona's shoreline. We would wash away the season's stress, emerging from the water as national champions, our hearts filled with the warmth of our shared achievement.
This vivid daydream filled us with excitement, making the wait for our flight situation to resolve itself a bit more bearable. We shared our dreams and aspirations, letting the anticipation of the upcoming competition fuel our spirits. The journey to Daytona was becoming an adventure, and we couldn't wait to see how it all unfolded.


As I sat there, I started observing the airport crowd, a sea of diverse faces, each with their own stories and destinations. Some looked lost in the labyrinthine terminals, while others hurriedly

navigated the bustling concourse, racing to catch their flights. My gaze continued to scan the passing travelers until, suddenly, I awkwardly made eye contact with Tristen, who was standing in line to order food. It was one of those moments when your eyes meet unexpectedly, and you're left unsure how to react. I gave a nervous nod, hoping he wouldn't interpret our accidental connection as an invitation to join us.


Breaking away from the uncomfortable moment, I turned to Cuyler and Aubrey, hoping to suggest we leave our seats. They were deeply engrossed in their conversation, seemingly oblivious to my intention to depart. Frustration mounting, I decided to stand up and repeat myself more assertively: "We. Have. To. Go!"
They finally looked up, somewhat puzzled by my urgency. Before they could fully comprehend my words, Tristen appeared with his food tray, a question lingering in his eyes.
"Were you guys about to leave?" he asked. I glanced at Cuyler and Aubrey, silently wishing they had heeded my earlier suggestion. I wasn't particularly keen on engaging in another conversation about Daymond, especially after their recent altercation. Aubrey shook her head to indicate that we weren't planning to leave, and as Tristen began to take a seat, I reluctantly followed suit.
The unexpected addition to our group threatened to disrupt our conversation, and I couldn't help but wonder how this chance encounter would unfold.


The table had grown notably quieter with Tristen's presence. There were sporadic bursts of small talk, but overall, the atmosphere had shifted into something more subdued. After awkward moments, Cuyler brought up Tristen's future plans and injured elbow.
Tristen responded with a hint of excitement in his voice, "I'm looking forward to leaving this town behind and heading to a big Division 1 school in Oklahoma."
My curiosity piqued, and I couldn't resist asking, "Which school?"

"Timber Creek University," he replied. "They've been eyeing me for a while, especially since one of my old high school buddies is on the cheer squad there now."
As Tristen shared his aspirations, the atmosphere at the table began to thaw slightly, and a glimmer of camaraderie emerged among us.




It was a rare sight to see Tristen genuinely excited about something. He began to open up, sharing his emotional struggles during the period when he was dealing with his injury. Returning to Daytona to watch our team compete brought a bittersweet feeling. As he longed to be out there on the mat with us, it filled him with anticipation. Tristen expressed how this experience had motivated him to redouble his efforts in rehabilitation. He was determined to be in prime condition for Timber Creek's cheer tryouts. He eagerly looked forward to a year from now when he would have the chance to take on Daytona again, this time as a competitor.


It was refreshing to have a conversation with Tristen that didn't revolve around drama or his ongoing issues with Daymond. We delved into more positive topics, seeking his insights on how to raise our profiles among other schools and discussing ways to make the most of the off-season for improvement. Tristen's advice was not only helpful but also poignant.
"Enjoy your time together," he reflected, almost as if he was reminiscing or speaking to himself. "Yeah, just soak up every moment you have with one another because before you know it, it's all over, and all you're left with are the memories." His words hung in the air, a reminder of the fleeting nature of our time together and the importance of cherishing every moment.


As Daymond walked into the room, all eyes turned towards him. He carried a chair in his hand and made his way over to the table, placing the chair next to Tristen at the head of the table. It felt as if

time stood still, and the tension in the air was intense. Aubrey's eyes were fixed on Daymond, and her expression was filled with anger and resentment. It was clear that she was holding back, but barely. Even without words, the hostility between the two was thick and charged. Sitting next to Daymond, Tristen seemed on edge and ready for another confrontation. The atmosphere in the room was heavy with unspoken tension, and I couldn't help but be worried. I silently hoped that Daymond would pick up on the animosity and decide to leave before things took a turn for the worse.

Daymond's eyes met Aubrey's, and he could feel the intensity of her stare. He sighed deeply, admitting to himself that he had angered her. "Aubrey, what is it?" he asked, his voice tinged with frustration. "If you have something to say, just say it already."
Aubrey's eyes widened, and her emotions overflowed. She slammed her fist on the table, causing our drinks to spill slightly. "Firstly, I don't need your permission to speak!" she exclaimed. "You and your friend Rio are both no-good, low-down, dirty dogs who don't care about anyone but yourselves. People like you always play with a girl's emotions. You hurt my friend and even embarrassed her in front of her team. If I were a guy, I would kick your sorry ass myself!"
The entire food court fell silent, and everyone turned to our table. The heated confrontation between Daymond and Aubrey was not something anyone could ignore.


Aubrey was standing on one crutch, her face flushed with anger, and tears streamed down her cheeks. "You don't know fucking anything about me!" Daymond snapped, quickly rising to his feet.
But Aubrey wasn't about to let him off that easily. "No, I will not let you flip this and play the victim role. You deserve to hear this and what happened to you last!"
Cuyler intervened before she could say anything else, rising from his seat and cutting her off. "I think he's had enough, Aubrey," he said dryly, his tone firm.
She didn't care and tried to keep going.

"I said he's had enough!" Cuyler's voice echoed through the coffee shop, commanding attention and abruptly ending the confrontation.
.



Aubrey's face was contorted with emotion as she took a deep, shuddering breath and raised her eyes to meet Cuyler's. She hoped her signature stink eye would be enough to make him back down. Still, instead, his expression hardened, and he repeated his statement with a cold finality that made Aubrey's blood boil. In response, Aubrey's fingers tightened around the handles of her crutches, and for a split second, I thought she might use them as weapons. But then, with a furious snort, she spun around on her heel and began to hobble away, muttering something under her breath that was too low for me to catch.

Cuyler watched her go, shaking his head in disbelief, before turning and striding past Daymond. As he passed, he slapped Daymond on the shoulder with a meaty hand, his eyes fixed on Aubrey's retreating form.


Sitting in tense silence throughout the confrontation, Daymond looked more defeated than I had ever seen him. It was surprising, considering Daymond's usual air of confidence and
self-assurance.



Daymond took a deep breath, closed his eyes briefly, and then turned to face Tristen, who was adjusting his sling. Daymond's face was severe, and his voice was calm but firm as he addressed Tristen. "Look, bro," he said, "I don't want any more problems between us. We've been through a lot, and I want us to put everything behind us." Tristen looked surprised at Daymond's words but remained silent, listening intently. Daymond continued, "It's been almost a year since everything

went down, and I'm not saying we need to be friends or anything like that. But I feel this situation has gotten out of hand between us, especially over the past few months."


Tristen and I sat there, staring in disbelief at Daymond as he spoke. It had not even been 24 hours since the two of them were at each other's throats, and now Daymond was trying to make amends. The atmosphere was tense, and I felt like I was in an episode of the Twilight Zone. Before Tristen could even open his mouth, I decided to give them privacy. I knew that their issues didn't involve me, and I didn't want their reconciliation process to get in the way.


As I left the crowded food court, I accidentally bumped into Seth, who quickly called for the team to gather around Coach. As we approached Coach, I could see the stress etched on his face. It was obvious that things weren't going according to plan. Coach took a deep breath and began to explain the situation. He spoke of how the team would be split into two groups, as we had to take separate flights. One group would fly with him to Atlanta, while the other group, led by Seth, would fly to Houston. Coach's tone was rushed as he explained that this was the only way we could make it to Daytona in time for our event.

The team began to ask questions as soon as Coach finished speaking, but Coach quickly shut them down. He knew we were running out of time to catch our flights. After closing his eyes and taking another deep breath, Coach walked away, leaving us to prepare for our upcoming journey.


As I boarded the flight to my hometown of Houston, Texas, I couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement coursing through my veins. I was not alone on this journey, as Taj, Shawna, Daymond, Kristine, Tiffany, Ezra, Seth, Silvia, and Veronica were all part of the group on that flight. I was eager to leave the airport and its monotonous routine of repeatedly walking around the same stores. The

prospect of competing in the national championship was the ultimate goal, and the relief that we were progressing towards it was palpable. The thought of all the hard work and sacrifices made to reach this point made me feel proud and a little anxious, knowing that failing to make it to nationals would be a crushing disappointment. Nonetheless, I was ready to accept the challenge and give it my all.

I had a seat between Daymond and Taj. I couldn't help but notice Daymond's constant glances down the alleyway toward Kristine, who was seated just a few rows away from us. He seemed to be lost in deep thought, sighing occasionally. Taj picked up on Daymond's mood and asked him what was wrong. I couldn't help but chuckle as I gave them a detailed account of what had happened the night before. Even as I was retelling the series of events, I still couldn't believe everything had occurred less than 24 hours ago! It was all so surreal.


Taj shook his head while speaking with a hint of disappointment. "Chiiiiiild," he said with a sigh, "People can be so messy, but it doesn't surprise me that Day Day is getting messier by the day." I tried to hush Taj as his voice grew louder, but he refused to be quiet. "He knows what he did," Taj chuckled dryly. "I don't need to keep anything down. When there's some drama on this team, I'm stuck at work, dealing with all the mess."


We spent a while talking and catching up on life. I was glad he had some exciting plans after leaving Albany. He mentioned that he might attend a school down in Texas to complete his degree. We discussed his options and shared our thoughts on the different schools he was considering. Seeing his enthusiasm about his future and the opportunities ahead of him was great.


During our conversation, he also took the time to express how proud he was of my work to earn my way onto the comp team. I was grateful for his kind words and thanked him for his support.

It reminded me of how Taj used to stay after practice with me and Kristine to help us improve. I shared this memory with him, and he nodded, acknowledging how important Taj had been to our development. It meant a lot to hear such praise from someone who had recognized my potential before I even got to know him.

It was important to me to earn the respect of those who had been there from the start and had seen my growth firsthand. I felt confident that I could continue to obtain my teammate's respect and admiration with hard work and dedication.




BOOM! A rough landing abruptly woke me up; I was scared to death, especially with my headphones awkwardly wrapped around my neck, feeling like I was getting choked out by a python. I looked over at Daymond, who had headphones on and was writing in a journal. Despite the rocky land, Taj was knocked out and still sounded asleep, snoring, sounding like a buzzsaw eating its way through the wood. My headphones were good at blocking out the surrounding noises, especially with Taj huffing, puffing, and blowing houses down in his sleep.


As I reached for my seat belt, I could feel my muscles stiffening from the long flight. The hours spent sitting had taken a toll on my body, leaving me lethargic and restless. I let out a loud yawn and stretched my arms, feeling the tension dissipate. Then, Taj's voice boomed, "Fool, get your nasty little hands out of my face." I turned to him and playfully flicked his ear, causing him to scowl. But I couldn't stop laughing at his reaction. Taj sat up and punched me hard in the shoulder, causing Daymond to let out a little chuckle. Although my instinct was to retaliate, I knew that Taj would be a formidable opponent on this plane. His sleepiness had made him irritable, and a confrontation with

him would be a losing battle. As we began unloading off the plane, Seth followed behind us, looking just as tired and jet-lagged as we were.





"I could really use a cigarette right now, man!" Seth exclaimed while wiping his eyes. Silvia chuckled and said, "You were only on the plane for three hours!" Seth shrugged and began scratching his neck, similar to Pookie, the crackhead in the movie "New Jack City." He then went on a rant about how he wished for simpler days when people could smoke on airplanes.




After arriving at the airport in the Lone Star State, I felt refreshed and rejuvenated. I was excited to meet my brother, who would take me to my grandmother's house. I couldn't wait to taste her lemon cake, fried frog legs, and crispy french fries, known worldwide for their deliciousness. As I waited for my next flight to Sunny Florida, I sat on an empty bench, unwrapped a honey bun, and watched planes take off into the bright blue sky.


Shawna came over with her sunglasses on and was giggling uncontrollably. She helped herself to a piece of my honeybun and then sat beside me. She smelled like pure alcohol. “PST!” Shawna roared more obnoxiously again. “PST! Hey Codi PST!”
“Shawn, what the hell do you want?” I asked impatiently, still annoyed about her helping herself to my honey bun.


"You wanna know a secret?" she whispered loudly. I didn't respond and continued eating. She repeated herself continuously, getting louder and more insistent. Finally, I couldn't take it anymore

and snapped, "What the hell is your secret, Shawna?!" Shawna looked like I had kicked her puppy. Her eyes welled up with tears, and her lower lip quivered. "Why are you being so mean to me?!" she cried. I was confused about what had just happened. People passing by were looking at us. As much as I wanted to get up and leave, I knew I couldn't just abandon her like this.

I relented and extended an olive branch as a honey bun to Shawn. Following this peace offering, I couldn't resist my curiosity and probed her for the secret she had been holding. Her response was marked by a surge in animation, making me wonder if I was being taken for a ride. She struggled to articulate her explanation as she detailed how she and Ezra, the designated veteran pair, had taken it upon themselves to provide company to Tiffany.
Upon noticing Tiffany's nervousness, Shawana and Ezra learned that it was her maiden flight, prompting them to utilize their recently acquired fake IDs to purchase some alcoholic beverages aimed at soothing her nerves. When I inquired why they didn't just get drinks for Tiffany since she was nervous, Shawn pondered for a moment, broke off a piece of the honey bun, and promptly shoved it into my mouth. With a playful grin, she replied, "Because, silly, leaving your friends to drink alone isn't very nice!" She continued, "Besides, we're not even drunk, just a little tipsy."
I was curious about Ezra and Tiffany's whereabouts. Shawn pointed to a bench where two figures lay, their faces hidden beneath jackets. Shawn laughed as she lay back down, eating her honey bun, "They may or may not have had a few more drinks than I did."


After a while, Shawna became tired and rested on the airport floor. I decided to take a stroll around the airport and explore the surroundings. As I was walking, I noticed Taj gesturing towards me to come over to the arcade lounge. Excited to see what's going on, I walked towards Taj and saw that Taj, Curtis, and Veronica were deeply engrossed in playing Mortal Kombat 3 on an arcade standup. I was amused to see Veronica dominating the game and winning two games against Curtis.

Everyone was laughing and teasing Curtis about his quick losses as the group teased him for his losses.


Curtis vehemently protested, slamming his fist on the game console. "Nah, nah, that's some ol' bullshit! My hand was cramping up, and my buttons weren't working!" Daymond was quick to take offense at Curtis's claim. "Bro, I just got off that side, and it worked fine. You need to admit that you're just a scrub.".

Leave it to us to find something to compete at in the middle of an airport. The entire group laughed, reminiscing about Curtis's playful threats regarding everyone's hair the day before our national cheerleading competition.
Veronica playfully turned around to address Curtis. "How are you threatening everyone when you're just a scrub, as Daymond said!"
Curtis clicked his tongue and declared that they would eat their words if they wanted to challenge him in a real game like NBA Live. His claim held weight, as I'd witnessed Curtis dominate in any sports game like NBA Live or Madden nearly every time he played.
"Taj, man, shut your mouth and get off the table!" Taj called out, "You lost, Vicky. Beat your ass and get to the back of the line!"


I watched Veronica effortlessly defeat all challengers who stepped up to the machine. She even trounced me, and I considered myself pretty skilled at arcade fighting games. The worst part was that she remained silent while playing. Still, as soon as the final round ended, she'd give you a triumphant smile and, most excellently, declare, "You suck!" Well, everyone except Curtis; she was talking serious smack to Curtis every round they played. At one point, she even beat him with just

one hand! It was a sight to behold, both horrifying and highly entertaining. Taj had transformed into her hype man, intensifying the beatdowns Victoria was handing out to all of us.


As I stood there, my eyes fixed on Daymond and Kristine walking off together. I couldn't help but imagine what kind of conversation they would have. The way they moved in unison, heads tilted towards each other, made it evident that they were on decent terms. I was surprised that Silvia, who usually followed them, was nowhere in sight. Silvia, Jackie, Veronica, and Aubrey were like guardian angels to us rookies, especially the girls. They always had our backs and warned us about the challenges we might face on campus. They spoke about the guys on the team, including Rio and Daymond, and other guys on campus, such as the football players, basketball players, and wrestlers. I wondered if Daymond would talk to Kristine about Aubrey giving him a piece of her mind. But I quickly dismissed the thought because everyone saw that coming a mile away.

After a long day of travel, I was utterly drained. My body ached with exhaustion, and my eyes felt heavy and droopy. As the airplane began its ascent, I sank back into my seat and allowed the hum of the engines to lull me to sleep. Dreams of beaches and national titles danced behind my closed eyelids as we soared through the sky toward our destination: Daytona.





Friday...April 5th, 1996, 1 Day Until Nationals

A blaring alarm clock abruptly interrupted my peaceful slumber in the hotel room. Groaning, I reached for my pillow and covered my head, hoping to block out the noise. Just when I thought I might be able to fall back asleep, Ezra called out my name, his voice sleepy and angry.
"Hey, Codi! Wake up and turn off that damn alarm!" he called out.
I grumbled in response, feeling irritated by the rude awakening. I checked the time on my watch, which read 5:30 AM. However, the three-hour time difference and jet lag left me disoriented and exhausted. When I finally managed to turn off the alarm clock, I saw that it was 8:30 AM, and I realized that the sound of the alarm had been echoing through the room for hours.
Frustrated, I picked up one of my pillows and threw it at Ezra, who lay snoring loudly beside me. The noise was so obnoxious that it was hard to tell whether he was drawing or gargling. Either way, it wasn't helping my headache.


As I rose from my slumber, I let out a deep yawn and breathed in the crisp morning air. I immediately noticed the scent of freshly cleaned carpets that filled the room, making it feel light and refreshing. My feet came into contact with the green carpet, which felt dense and sturdy as I approached the window. As I looked out, my breath was taken away by the sheer beauty of the beach. The sand was a pristine white, and the waves crashed against the shore, creating a vibrant contrast with the blue water. The beach was deserted, and I couldn't resist wanting to get a workout on the sand. The scene reminded me of the training montage from Rocky 3, where Creed and Rocky were racing each other with the ocean as their backdrop.

I excitedly put on my favorite cut-off Penny Hardaway t-shirt, feeling the soft fabric against my skin. I carefully placed the Goodie Mob - Soul Food album in my CD player, eagerly anticipating the soulful tunes that would soon fill the air. As I left the room, I slammed the door behind me, reveling in its satisfying sound and knowing that it would disturb Ezra's peaceful slumber. Walking down the hallway, my heart raced with anticipation and nerves. The thought of competing for a national championship in Daytona filled me with excitement and anxiety. I couldn't wait to see what the next day would bring. As I hurried towards the elevator, my ears were filled with Andre 3stacks' mesmerizing rap in "Thought Process," adding to my adrenaline rush.
"Now, as an Outkast, I was born, wasn't warned of the harm That would come to meet me like Met Life, but yet life Done sent me through a lot of ups and downs like it ain't nothin'.." the way he played with and flipped words made Andre 3000 one of my favorite rappers to listen to in any environment from chillin' or working out.


As I stepped out of the hotel room, the sun's warm rays hit me, and I immediately felt rejuvenated. The bright sunshine was so intense that I had to squint my eyes and put my hand over my forehead to see the beautiful view around me. The sound of the waves crashing against the shore was invigorating. The deep blue sea and the white sand beach looked breathtaking, and I was eager to start my workout routine. I stretched my arms and legs, preparing my body for the exercise ahead. I took my first steps on the sand, and my feet sank into the soft grains, making running difficult. It was nothing like the movies where the actors glided on the sand effortlessly. However, I didn't give up and continued running, focusing on my breathing and the sound of the waves. After running for a while, I felt exhausted and out of breath, but I pushed myself to go further. I started my routine of 100 push-ups, 200 squats, and 300
sit-ups.


The workout was intense, and my muscles protested with every move. But I kept going, feeling more energized with each repetition. My uncle taught me this workout when I was younger, and I

continued doing it over the years. As I finished my workout, I took a moment to catch my breath and admire the stunning view. The sun shone bright, the waves crashed against the shore, and I felt grateful for this beautiful day and the opportunity to exercise outdoors.

After completing my intense workout, my entire body was covered in sweat, but I was filled with an exhilarating sense of accomplishment. The beach provided a peaceful backdrop with gentle waves and pristine sand, which I needed after yesterday's chaotic travel day. The invigorating sea breeze made my skin tingle excitedly, and the salty air was a balm to my lungs. I couldn't get enough of this feeling. I sat down on the warm sand and savored every moment of it. I removed my shoes and socks and dug my toes into the sand. The sensation was heavenly, and I felt like I was one with nature.

Keith stood tall over me, his Freaknik 95 shirt clinging to his skin, drenched in sweat. I raised my hand to shield my eyes from the sun and looked at the beautiful beach. The waves crashed against the shore, and the seagulls circled overhead, their cries piercing the air. "This shit is beautiful, aint it?" Keith asked, breaking the silence. I nodded, still taking in the breathtaking view. "Seeing that shirt takes me back to when we first met!" I exclaimed, pointing at Keith's shirt. Keith laughed, a warm sound that filled the air. "Yeah, last year's Freaknik was tight. I remember you were wearing your Albany sweatshirt when I walked up to you..."
"I thought you were going to start a fight!" I interrupted, a smile spreading across my face at the memory.


Keith burst out laughing as if it were yesterday. I was caught off guard and asked him why he found my reaction so funny. I explained how he had startled me that morning because I had witnessed him getting into an altercation with a group of guys at a diner. The situation quickly escalated, and before I knew it, Keith's friends and another group started brawling. The sound of fists hitting flesh and the chaos that ensued shook me to my core.

As we sat and talked, Keith explained that he had no intention of getting into a fight. He and his brother had promised their mother they would stay out of trouble while they were in Atlanta. However, the moment one of their friends was in a confrontation with someone, things spiraled out of control.
Before he knew it, Keith used the napkin holder to strike someone in the head.



Music filled the air that warm summer night. As I stood in the crowd watching his brother perform, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to find a tall, jacked man looking at me curiously. He had noticed my sweatshirt, which had the emblem of his new school, Albany Community College, and was surprised to find someone else from the same place in the crowd. We struck up a conversation and soon found ourselves laughing and chatting as if we had known each other for years.

After the concert ended, we all headed to a nearby diner. A diner less rowdy than the one where Keith and his boys got into a brawl. We ordered stacks of pancakes, and they were so good they melted in your mouth, not in your hand. As we sat there, talking and laughing, Keith and his brother took care of us that weekend, letting us tag along with them through the ATL.



My senior trip to Freaknik was a bit terrifying because it marked the first time Kyle, Carlton, and I ventured outside of Texas. We embarked on this journey in my dad's candy apple red Cadillac, and he made it clear that if we messed it up, he'd aim at our precious pinky toes. I took his threat seriously.
The 11-hour drive turned out to be one of the most memorable experiences of my life. We had fantastic music playing, feasted on delicious food, and were surrounded by beautiful women at every turn. It felt like I had entered paradise and couldn't have been happier.

Keith and I sat on the sandy shore, gazing out at the beautiful blue ocean that stretched out before us. The sound of the waves crashing against the rocks was soothing, and we were in no hurry to leave. We

picked up shells and rocks from the beach and threw them into the water, lost in our thoughts and conversation. Keith, an avid wrestling fan, was talking about his favorite wrestlers and how he preferred WCW to the WWF.

"I can't stand that Goldust cat," he said, tossing another seashell into the water. "Makes my skin crawl. That's why I stick with WCW. The Harlem Heat always bring their A-game, and Booker T's Houston Hangover is unbeatable."
I smiled and nodded, agreeing with some of Keith's points, but I had to defend the WWF.
"WCW can't hold a candle to the WWF," I countered. "Shawn Michaels, Razor Ramon, Bret Hart, and Mr. Perfect are all WWF legends. They could take on any of those WCW wrestlers and come out on top.
Goldust may be unconventional, but he gets the job done."



Keith and I spent the next hour or so discussing the ins and outs of professional wrestling, debating which wrestler was better and who would win in a match between WCW and WWF. Our conversation was interrupted by Veronica, who strolled up to us and remarked how fake wrestling was.

Veronica's comment failed to interrupt the discussion between Keith and me. Keith even added a playful remark, claiming he could take on any wrestler if he ever ventured into their business. Our laughter echoed in the soothing atmosphere as we talked, our eyes fixed on the vast expanse of the ocean before us. The serene beauty that surrounded us added to the peaceful moment that we were experiencing.

As Keith and I chatted, I couldn't help but feel grateful for his company. We talked about life, work, and everything in between until he suddenly glanced down at his watch. A look of realization crossed his face as he exclaimed, "Damn, I gotta skate, man. I'm running late to meet Roni for breakfast." I teased, "You better watch out; she's gonna strangle you." He responded with a playful grin, "Joke's on

you, blood, 'cause I love that rough shit!" With a wink, he hurried off to meet Veronica in the lobby, leaving me to ponder the nature of their relationship.



A palpable sense of excitement filled the air as we were loading up the rental vans for our practice at Edgewater University. Dark clouds loomed overhead, casting a gloomy shadow upon the day, but it did little to dampen our spirits. We were thrilled about the practice; it was an opportunity to showcase our skills alongside other teams competing in nationals the following day.


During our morning meeting, Coach enthusiastically presented our itinerary for the day. He emphasized the importance of the practice, particularly for second-year students who were undecided about where to go to school next year. For the freshmen, it was a chance to prove themselves to the four-year schools.

"Now, I'm putting you all in the room of opportunity!" Coach exclaimed, his voice echoing off the walls. His gum-chewing added a sense of urgency to his words. "So, what the hell are you going to do with it?" he challenged, his eyes scanning the room, daring anyone to back down from the challenge.





The journey to Edgewater was pure chaos! The sky loomed ominously with dark, foreboding clouds, and the air hung heavy with the scent of an impending storm. Coach took command of one van while Seth assumed control of the other. The thunderstorm swiftly caught up with us as we hit the road, unleashing its wrath upon our vehicle. It proved a harrowing ordeal as fierce winds buffeted the van and the thunder's deafening roar. Adding to the chaos, Seth and Coach turned the trip into a

reckless race, darting in and out of lanes and cutting off other vehicles in a reckless attempt to claim the title of reaching the school first.

Both cars were in a wild frenzy, darting through traffic with heart-stopping near misses. I found myself in Seth's car, gripping the edge of my seat as he laughed uproariously, a lit cigarette dangling from his lips while "Master of Puppets" blared from the radio. Miguel sat in the passenger's seat, headbanging and joining in the laughter as Seth and Coach expertly navigated the chaotic traffic. Coach's van surged past us, and in response, Cuyler, Tristen, and Daymond playfully mooned us.
"Seth, you're going to get us killed!" Silvia yelled, her fingers clutching Curtis's arm with panic and excitement.
Seth paid no regard to the warning; he was reveling in the adrenaline rush of the race.
"Dude, look out for that damn ladder!" Miguel's cry pierced the air as, strangely, a ladder appeared in the middle of the highway. We all erupted into a roar of screams and shouts. Seth executed a dramatic swerve at the last moment, narrowly avoiding the ladder. At that point, it felt like we were teetering on two wheels, and the moment's thrill had us all on the edge of our seats.



We finally arrived at the school, and I felt overwhelming relief. The turbulent ride we had endured in the van had left me feeling queasy, but Seth and Coach seemed to have enjoyed it, laughing and joking as they climbed out of the vehicle. As for me, I was grateful to have made it alive and eager to get my feet back on solid ground. The rain started falling harder as we began to unload the van, drenching us and our belongings. We had to move quickly and cautiously to avoid getting soaked. Carrying bags, signs, and megaphones, we carefully made our way to the designated location, determined to maximize the most of our time at the school. Despite the daunting task ahead, we were excited to begin and make a difference.

Our shoes squeaked on the polished hardwood floor as we stepped into the gym, and the cold air conditioning sent shivers down our spines in our damp clothes. The gym was impressive, with black and gold seats filling it and vibrant blue cheer mats covering the floor. In the center, pristine mats awaited teams' performances, meticulously maintained.


As I observed, cheerleaders practiced their routines precisely, some executing impressive jumps and flips. In contrast, others stretched or chatted with friends. The atmosphere buzzed with energy and a sense of purpose, as if everyone in the gym collaborated harmoniously to create something extraordinary. It was a privilege to witness the dedication and talent of these young athletes.


Brimming with excitement and anticipation, we settled into the bleachers, stowing our bags. The gym buzzed with energy, and the prospect of performing in front of our peers fueled an adrenaline rush. On the floor, I recognized the familiar faces of schools we had competed against during spring break; now, they were our competition.


Descending to the open mats, my heart raced excitedly as our warm-up began. We meticulously fine-tuned every element of our routine—each move, every step, and every jump. With Tristen and Aubrey by my side, we absorbed the atmosphere of cheers, shouts, and whistles echoing through the gym. Amidst the cacophony, our focus remained unwavering. We were eager to display our skills and leave our mark.


Pride swelled within me as we flawlessly executed our routine. Months of dedicated training had led to this moment. Our stunts, tumbles, and dance moves had been honed to perfection. A serene sense of confidence washed over me as we readied ourselves to take the floor. We were prepared and determined to show everyone our true capabilities.

"I've never heard of this school!" Aubrey said, trying to talk above the music as we watched a team from Iowa perform.
As we watched them kill it, I couldn't help but feel excited! Once the routine ended, my heart was racing. I put a wad of Big League Bubble gum into my cheek, put on my headphones blasting The Enter the
Wu-Tang album, and I started sprinting to warm up before we began.


Our warm-up was superb. The energy was higher than it's been all year. It was like we couldn't do anything wrong. Everyone was clicking on all ends of the routine. I felt like I was in my prime, and there was no way I could make a mistake. I knew it was just a warm-up, but I also understood that we were getting a lot of positive attention from these four-year schools looking to add more talent to their programs.




Seated at the edge of the mat, I was captivated by the performance of Arnold Hendrick College, a historically black college from Austin, Texas, participating in the event. The arena was excited, and the audience eagerly awaited the upcoming performance.

In the center of the mat, I recognized some of my former high school teammates. They were dressed in dazzling red, black, and white uniforms. They executed a stunning cheer music mix of hip-hop and old R&B with sound effects during specific movements. Their routine started impressively, with flips, jumps, and dance moves executed gracefully and precisely. It was a mesmerizing combination of dance, gymnastics, and acrobatics, which showcased their unwavering dedication and countless hours of hard work.

As their routine progressed, the team faced unexpected challenges. Towards the end, they made a few mistakes, causing them to make quick adjustments. Despite these hiccups, they concluded their performance with a flourish, earning thunderous cheers and applause from the crowd. However, most of the team appeared visibly exhausted, gasping for breath.

Watching their performance, I couldn't help but feel a surge of pride in my decision to leave Texas for Albany and not attend Arnold Hendrick College. Although their performance was undeniably impressive, it reaffirmed that my path had led me in the right direction, and I had no regrets about my selection.


The long-awaited moment had finally arrived the culmination of our relentless dedication in preparation for the prestigious Bandshell competition. With our hearts racing in eager anticipation, we had poured our souls into reaching this point. The gym's atmosphere was electric, charged with our collective excitement. The rising temperature prompted me to swiftly shed my jacket, passing it to Kristine, who was already on her way to the front of the mat.


As we took our positions, a hushed silence enveloped the gym, thick with expectation. Suddenly, without warning, the deafening blare of the overhead PA system shattered the stillness. "Tootsie Roll" by the 69 Boyz burst forth, a tidal wave of infectious rhythm flooding the gym. The irresistible tune seized the attention of every soul present, sparking an instantaneous transformation within the gym's walls. It became a pulsating, vivacious sea of movement and energy as if the music had tapped into the very beat of our hearts.


Initially, I struggled to maintain my focus, resisting the siren call of the music. But its magnetic pull proved too potent to ignore. I, too, surrendered to its intoxicating beat, my body becoming a vessel

for the throbbing groove. The atmosphere crackled with excitement, and my teammates and I moved in perfect harmony, our enthusiasm palpable.

However, my mind wandered as the music gradually receded into a fading echo. I glanced at the suspended scoreboard, where an unexpected message gleamed brightly: "If you're reading this, you've been pinned," accompanied by a playful smiley face. The unforeseen sign added an intriguing layer of depth to the moment, momentarily evoking memories of past struggles and distracting me from the performance.


The moment the music surged to life, chaos seemed to erupt on the mat. My opening tumbling pass, a flourish from the back to the front, went awry in spectacular fashion. I landed with an unceremonious "thud" right at the mat's edge, nearly colliding with Keith, who was perched in the front row. The tumultuous start set the tone for what was to come.
"Shake that shit off, blood!" Keith's voice boomed with encouragement as I begrudgingly picked myself up and stumbled into the next section of our routine. But it was easier said than done, and shaking it off proved to be a Herculean task. Each move seemed cursed, a domino effect of missteps and mishaps.
With a whirlwind glance across the mat, I witnessed a scene of controlled chaos. My teammates, each grappling with their struggles, fought to keep their composure. Miguel, the usually unflappable performer, crashed and burned during his tumbling pass, landing flat on his face. It was shocking, as I had never seen him falter in a performance before.
Meanwhile, my lapse in focus had consequences of its own. During our routine, I dropped Silvia during a lift, and my mind was still mired in the earlier mishap. She hit the mat with an exasperated thud, a cascade of frustration and curses in Spanish tumbling from her lips. With an angry toss of her head, she swiftly moved on to the next part of the routine, leaving me to navigate a minefield of mistakes in the chaos of our performance.

As the routine ended, a sigh of relief swept over our team. Polite applause from the other teams filled the gym, but it was clear their reactions were just courteous gestures. We grabbed our megaphones and filed off the mat, going to the hallway where Coach awaited us. His expression remained inscrutable, leaving us in a state of uncertainty. It was hard to discern whether his emotion leaned toward anger or disappointment.

I couldn't escape the nagging feeling that I hadn't performed at my best, and the fear of Coach's potential decision to remove me from the competition team loomed heavy in my mind. All the hard work and dedication I had invested seemed on the verge of going to waste. In the hallway, we stood in uneasy silence, the tension palpable, as if we were collectively holding our breath, waiting for the verdict.

Finally, Coach broke the silence, removing his hat and wiping his forehead before taking a deep, measured breath. "I don't even know where to start with what just happened out there," he began slowly, his voice deliberate. All eyes were fixed on him, bracing for the worst. However, Coach surprised us all with his response.

"Discipline is what separates 1st place from 2nd place," he continued, his gaze sweeping across the team, assessing each of us. Then, he reached into his pocket and retrieved a piece of gum, popping it into his mouth. "This is the team we're taking to Bandshell," he declared, gesturing to each of us. "And it's up to every single one of you to determine whether we win or lose. If you can dance, have fun, and still perform at your best. But if that's not your style, don't change who you are just to fit in. Stick to what works for you; together, we'll succeed."
With those words, Coach turned and walked away, leaving us all to contemplate his message and consider what we needed to do to become the best team we could be.

As Coach exited, leaving us alone for a crucial discussion, I braced myself for what I expected to be a contentious exchange. However, to my surprise, the unfolding scene was anything but that.
Daymond took the lead, stepping into the center of our group. He began with a heartfelt reflection on his past actions as a team member. With a sincere tone, he admitted that he hadn't always been the best version of himself in our midst. "I genuinely care about all of you," he confessed, "and I recognize that there have been times when I failed to show it properly. I'm sorry for that. But I want us to unite and show the cheer world what Albany is truly about."
Daymond's honesty and vulnerability broke the ice, and the rest of us started sharing our thoughts and feelings one by one. Curtis, for instance, shared his personal journey, highlighting how Albany had given him a second chance after a neck injury and past struggles growing up in Florida. He spoke of our team as his second family, a pillar of unwavering support for which he was profoundly grateful.


Tristen, who had previously been a source of drama within our team, acknowledged his past behavior and its impact on the team. Although he didn't go into detail, he expressed remorse for when he had not been the teammate he should have been. It was clear that he, too, was willing to make amends and contribute positively to our collective effort.

In that pivotal moment, our meeting became a turning point for us. We had laid bare our souls, expressing our thoughts and emotions openly. We realized that we were more than just individuals; we were a united team, far more powerful than we ever could be. It was a powerful reminder that unity and understanding could propel us toward our shared goal, illustrating the strength we found in each other's vulnerability and shared purpose.



When I stepped into the middle, all I could do was apologize for my performance. I didn't know what else to say; all I could think about was going out there and messing up the whole performance.

Veronica stepped up in the middle of giving me a hug. When she stepped away from me, she said to the rest of the team that she was thankful to be here with us, and then she looked at me and said, “We didn’t come this far just to come this far.” Miguel pipped in, “She’s right; we put too much work and sacrificed too much to get here. I know we don't want to get back to school knowing we could have and should have done more!”

As we returned to the gym, a palpable shift in our team's energy was undeniable. We were laser-focused, determined, and fully prepared to showcase our hard-earned skills. Weeks of rigorous practice had led us to this moment, and it was time to prove our worth.


The thumping rhythm of "Every Little Step I Take" by Bobby Brown echoed through the gym as the next team took the mat. We stood there in a disciplined stance, our bodies unyielding to the infectious beat. Our collective resolve was unwavering, and we were poised to give it our all.
While awaiting our turn, I sat in the bleachers, slipping on my headphones and immersing myself in the introspective lyrics of "So Many Tears" by 2Pac. Lost in thought, I suddenly felt a tap on my shoulder that jolted me from my reverie. It was Erica, the captivating girl from our previous showcase, wearing a radiant smile. As we embraced, her presence was as sweet and inviting as the scent of peaches.
"Hey there, stranger!" She greeted me with genuine warmth. My heart fluttered, and I couldn't help but return her infectious smile. Trying to contain my excitement, I inquired, "Have you performed already?" She nodded, her eyes gleaming, and replied, "It was probably the best performance we've had all year!" I felt genuinely happy for her.
At that moment, I realized that Erica's smile, laughter, and voice mesmerized me. We could have talked for hours, but duty called, and it was time for our team to warm up.

During the warm-up, a fervent focus and an electrifying determination swept over us. Each team member radiated an unwavering commitment to deliver nothing less than our absolute best. We rallied, motivated, and cheered on one another with contagious enthusiasm, utterly devoid of negativity. It was as if the months of conflicts and disagreements had vanished into thin air, replaced by a newfound unity, and we were all driven by our shared goal of becoming champions. Our coach's hard work in bringing us together finally paid off.

A surge of excitement and pride surged through me as I realized we were now a formidable, cohesive force, channeling our focus and excitement toward a singular objective.


As we took our place on the mat, I was immersed in the moment. The music playing during our entrance faded into the background, and my gaze locked onto the determined eyes of my teammates. We were a synchronized unit, poised and ready to unleash every ounce of our energy and skill into our performance. With the first notes of the music, we burst onto the mat with infectious enthusiasm, transitioning seamlessly from one formation to another with grace and precision. Hesitation had no place here; I trusted in our extensive training and finely tuned skills that had brought us to this pivotal moment.

Approaching the crescendo of our routine, the energy emanating from the audience became intense. The excitement and anticipation swelled within me with every passing moment; the cheering and applause from the audience escalated into a thunderous eruption. Our collective focus and excitement were electric, an indomitable force driving us forward. Finally, as we struck our final pose, the audience erupted into a standing ovation, their thunderous applause and cheers resonating throughout the gym. It was an exhilarating and unforgettable experience, knowing that we had delivered an extraordinary performance and successfully achieved our goal of being the best. The Albany Knights had undeniably left their indelible mark, and we all revealed in the sheer joy of being part of this triumphant moment.

Erica and a few of her teammates greeted me, Cuyler, and Aubrey as we headed to the back. "That was amazing!" Erica said, hugging me tightly.
"You are powerful!" I replied while she held me close.



Big Wool and Aubrey laughed and thanked her for the compliment. Daymond and Rio also came over to introduce themselves. I could feel a pang of defensiveness creeping in, not wanting them to advance towards Erica. It was a strange feeling, something I hadn't experienced before. The more Rio and Daymond made everyone laugh, the stronger the flutter of butterflies became in the pit of my stomach. It felt like something was brewing, something I couldn't control.

Then, out of nowhere, I blurted, "Erica, you wanna get ice cream with me tonight?" My words rang out loudly over the cheer music playing in the background. The entire group fell silent. Big Wool stopped, Daymond stopped, Rio stopped, and so did Aubrey. Everyone's eyes were fixed on Erica, whose cheeks turned bright red. My question hung in the air for an eternity, and I wished I could hide under a rock.

As I nervously asked Erica out, her expression remained inscrutable momentarily, leaving me in suspense. Then, like a burst of sunshine, her face lit up with a grin, and she finally responded warmly, "Uh, sure." My heart skipped a beat at her affirmative answer – she had said yes! I couldn't contain my excitement, and a goofy grin stretched across my face, a smile unlike any I had worn in my 18 years. I was over the moon!
Erica was still in her cheer uniform, a dazzling two-piece ensemble consisting of a vibrant purple and white cheerleader uniform adorned with intricate gems that sparkled and caught the light, adding a touch of glamour. A big white bow adorned her head, beautifully contrasting with her wavy, brown hair. Her smooth, light skin had a reddish-brown complexion, often described as a "redbone" by my dad.

Without hesitation, Erica reached into her bright pink fanny pack, securely strapped around her waist, and produced a purple pen. She gently took my hand and scribbled the name of the hotel where they were staying on it. The cool ink against my skin was oddly invigorating. I couldn't help but admire how the vibrant purple and bright pink contrasted with my tanned complexion. We agreed to meet at 9, and I couldn't stop smiling.

Erica returned my smile, and my grin seemed to stretch even broader as if threatening to split my face in half. Daymond came up to me and slapped me on the back, saying, "There ya go, killer!" Rio chimed in, joking that he felt like a proud older brother watching me follow in his footsteps to be a "Hall of Fame" player like him. While that may have been a stretch, none of that mattered because Erica had said yes!



After our performance at the showcase, I returned to my room. I jotted Erica's number on a notepad before taking a quick power nap to recharge for our team dinner. I eagerly looked forward to the evening ahead as we headed to one of those Japanese steak houses where the chefs cooked before you.

Upon entering the lobby, I couldn't help but notice everyone dressed in their finest attire. That's when I became acutely aware of my own outfit—a red Houston Rockets Jersey, a black Houston Oilers snapback, black jean shorts, dangling cross earrings, a gold chain, and my cherished Jordan 7s, a gift from my dad a few years back. It was my way of proudly representing Houston and making a bold fashion statement even in Florida.

With a playful smile, Paige couldn't resist teasing me about my unconventional attire. She remarked, "So Codi, did you miss the part where Coach said to come dressed in your Sunday best?" Her playful gaze lingered on my outfit, and I couldn't help but chuckle at the stark contrast between my ensemble and everyone else's more formal clothing.

As the teasing banter continued, Miguel added a touch of fun to the moment. He reached into his pocket and retrieved a disposable camera, acting as Paige's paparazzi. With each snap, he captured her entrance into the lobby, immortalizing the moment on film. The bright flashes from his disposable camera added excitement to the evening, making it a memorable start to our team dinner.




As I surveyed the lobby, the excitement and anticipation of the prom were palpable, with students dressed to the nines in their finest attire. I, however, couldn't shake the unease that had settled over me. Nevertheless, I remained steadfast in my outfit choice, confident in my trendy clothes and stylish sneakers.
That self-assuredness wavered when I spotted Coach making his way towards me. Amidst the sea of well-dressed students, Coach's outfit stood out—a sharp olive green blazer, crisp khaki pants, and polished brown leather shoes. Our eyes locked as he drew near, and he took a moment to scrutinize my attire.
"Son, hats off while you're indoors," Coach advised firmly. I withdrew my snapback and respectfully replied, "Yes, sir."




The restaurant bustled with activity, a symphony of clanging pots, sizzling food, and the rhythmic chopping of the chef. With practiced ease, he expertly sliced and diced fresh vegetables and shrimp. His movements were a blur, his knife flashing through the air like a virtuoso performing a masterpiece. Periodically, the chef paused to showcase his impressive skills, sending bits of food into the air with a flick of his wrist. Diners marveled as they caught the morsels in their mouths, filling the air with laughter and cheers.

As the meal continued, the chef's antics became bolder, and the flames from his cooking grew more intense. The searing heat from the grill became nearly unbearable, and the fire danced perilously close to the diners' faces. Some pulled back in apprehension, while others leaned in, eager for a closer look at the spectacle.

Amidst the escalating excitement, Rio's voice cut through the noise. "Hey, Chef!" he exclaimed, enthusiastically waving his arms. "Why don't you toss one of those shrimps to Shawna? She's got a real talent for catching food in her mouth!" Rio pointed to a nearby woman, who blushed and giggled at the unexpected attention.


Coach, observing the spectacle sternly, shot Rio a disapproving look. Rio quickly took his seat, his initial smile fading as he realized he had pushed the boundaries. Shawna, however, took Rio's jest in stride, laughing heartily and playfully winking at him in response.


I sat at the table with Silvia, Curtis, Cuyler, and Reagan. As we dug into our food, I noticed it wasn't much of an upgrade from the hole-in-the-wall Chinese restaurant we frequented in Albany.
Nevertheless, the familiar flavors brought a touch of home to our dinner.

Between bites, we swapped stories from our hometown, or as Curtis liked to call them, "sharing old war stories."


Sam decided to kick things off with a laugh, saying, "So, back in Arizona," her eyes twinkling mischievously, "I was involved with this guy, and after school, I would always go to his house, and we would fool around. Well, on this day, it was my birthday." She chuckled at the memory before continuing, "I always wanted to tie him up, so for my birthday, he let me do it.

Things were getting hot and heavy, and I was teasing him since he couldn't touch me. But all of a sudden, we could hear the garage opening up!"
We all gasped simultaneously, our eyes widening with shock and anticipation. Silvia couldn't contain her curiosity, asking, "Well, what the hell happened next?"

Sam went on to describe how her guy was left butt-naked, and she accidentally tied some kind of impossible knot that couldn't be undone quickly. Panic set in as they heard the garage door closing, and Sam was forced to make a hasty exit, leaving the poor fellow naked and tied to his bed. She resorted to sneaking out of the back door and using a pay phone to summon her sister for a rescue. Two days later, she hightailed it to Albany, never to speak to the guy again.
The table erupted in laughter, our voices blending with the clatter of plates and the grill sizzle. With our bellies full and our spirits high, we continued to swap stories and share our past adventures.


Seth later joined our table, adding his freshman-year escapade to our growing collection of stories. He began with a tale about a girl he had met in the campus cafe and how their budding connection had led to a secret rendezvous.
"We hit it off instantly," he recalled, his voice laced with nostalgia. "We'd have lunch together weekly, but she never gave me her phone number. Still, I knew she was into me, and I was definitely into her. One night, she finally invited me to her place, and things heated. We ended up with nothing but the moonlight on us."
A hush of anticipation fell over the table as Seth continued. "Then, out of nowhere, three massive knocks on the window nearly scared me! It was her ex-boyfriend, a guy from the football team she had broken up with just an hour before I arrived."
"Oh, fuck!" Reagan exclaimed, his eyes wide with apprehension.

Seth nodded grimly. "Yeah, and this dude had a voice that could shake the room. He kept yelling, 'OH YEAH?' and pounding on the house, demanding that I come outside so he could beat my ass. Let me tell you, he would have made quick work of me."
Seth's recounting of the story had us all hanging on his every word. "The girl looked at me, waiting for a response," he continued. "And you know what I told her? I said, 'Bitch, you must be trippin'! This ain't my fight!'"
Laughter erupted around the table at Seth's candid admission. "But then," he added with a grin, "I had to search for my clothes to sneak out frantically. I went out the back window, which, looking back on it, I was way too damn big to be squeezing through. Fear has a way of taking over, you know? I peeked at the front yard and saw about half the football team waiting for me!"


We all burst into laughter, amazed that Seth had managed to escape unscathed from that crazy situation.
"And the best part," Seth chuckled, wiping away tears of laughter, "was that I had to make a run for it through the woods wearing nothing but my shirt and boxers. I found a payphone and called my roommate to pick me up. Waking up the next day with three ticks on my ass didn't seem so bad, considering the alternative would have been getting my ass kicked by every football player in that yard!"


Unsurprising to Seth, The girl never spoke or even looked at him again after that wild night, and even more miraculously, the vengeful ex-boyfriend never discovered that Seth was the intruder in the house. Fate seemed to favor him as the furious ex-boyfriend mistakenly believed another guy was involved that night. Ironically, that guy got drafted into the NFL last year, utterly unaware of the near miss with a fierce confrontation with Seth.

The best story of the night came from Curtis, who had been trying since his freshman year of high school to hook up with this girl he ran track with.


"So, back home in Florida, there was this girl I had my eye on since my sophomore year," I began, reminiscing. "Let me tell you, STACK Shawty was thicker than racial tension!" Silvia playfully grabbed a knife and started waving it in Curtis's direction. "Baby, this was years ago," Curtis reassured her, raising his hands defensively. Silvia smiled, giving her blessing so that he could continue.


"Anyway," Curtis resumed, "I was trying to woo her, doing everything I could to get her attention. Things between us started heating up slowly, and one day, I finally got my chance to make a move. We ended up at her place because it was closer to the school, and she kept talking about how she had to hurry up and get to practice because she qualified for the state championship. But I wasn't trying to hear any of that because my 'little carrot' was out and ready for action!"


"Little carrot, huh?" Silvia remarked with a laugh.


"Shut up," Curtis retorted, playfully throwing a pea from his plate at Silvia before he resumed his story. "Anyway, I have no idea what came over me; maybe it was because I was finally getting my chance, or who knows, but we ended up on the couch in her basement, and I tried to make my move, and damn, I missed!" We all burst out laughing at his candid confession. My orange soda shot out of my nose, causing a burning sensation that made me wince. Seth almost choked on his food, and Silvia simply called Curtis an idiot, which was pretty much par for the course.

He continued, "Yeah, I fucking missed and was waist-deep on the couch, thrusting my life away. She was moaning in my ear, calling me daddy and saying how I'm the best she ever had, and all this other shit. Then, when I got ready to finish, I was about to pull out…"
"Woah woah," Taj interrupted, throwing up his hands. "You didn't have on a rubber?" Curtis shot him a sideways glance. "Bro, you're worrying about the wrong shit."
He turned to Silvia. "I hope you are getting tested, girl."

Silvia burst into laughter. "Every single fucking month, but he knows if he cheats on me or gives me anything, I'll kill him."


Curtis rolled his eyes and took a deep breath. "Bruh, can I finish my fucking story, please!" Taj held up his hands.
"So I got ready to finish and asked her where she wanted it. She told me to leave it, and I knew she was trippin' 'cause I wasn't having any babies! So instead, I went to pull out and realized my shit was on the couch the whole time. I felt my whole body go numb."
"So what did she do?" Sam asked.

Curtis continued, "She got up and laughed at me while putting on her clothes. I wanted to ask for another chance to redeem myself but never got it because she got a boyfriend the next day. I didn't know what to say; we never spoke again, not like that, at least."


I don't remember ever laughing this hard when Curtis finished his story.

"So, Scoop," Cuyler started, "I gotta know when it comes to you making sweet love to these couches. Is it just any couch, or are you more of a loveseat kind of man?"

Curtis shrugged and said, "Hey, make all the jokes you want. I gave that couch the business; it might as well have lit a cigarette, called me daddy, and made me a turkey sandwich with extra mustard.
And that's why they call me Scoop Nasty!"



Curtis always had a way of being the butt of whatever joke and still being so cool about it. I'll always admire him for never taking himself too seriously.



My heart raced with excitement and anxiousness as I sat in the van on the way back to the hotel. In just an hour, I would finally meet Erica, the girl I had been dreaming about for months. My mind was racing, and my stomach was tied up in knots. This was my first date ever, and I had no idea what to say or how to act. I felt I needed some guidance, so I quickly gathered Daymond, Rio, Taj, and Cuyler to come to my room and help me prepare. Their collective expertise could assist me in looking and feeling my best for this critical moment. I was determined to be as prepared as possible, and I knew these guys were the perfect "brain trust" to help me in my limited time.


Daymond looked at me with a furrowed brow and asked, "What are you going to wear?" I hesitated, feeling a bit self-conscious under his scrutiny. "I thought I'd just wear what I wore to the team dinner," I replied, trying to sound confident.


Daymond's expression turned to disapproval, and he wasted no time expressing his opinion. "Bro, your clothes smell like smoke, and your jersey is stained. Take that shit off!" My face flushed as I hurriedly took off my smoky, stained clothes. Daymond took charge, rifling through my suitcase like a seasoned detective, looking for something better for me to wear.

While Daymond was busy playing fashion police, Rio chimed in, "What will you talk about while you're with her?" His eyebrows were raised with curiosity, and I could tell he was genuinely interested. I tried to think of something clever to say to cover up my nervousness. "I don't know, maybe we could talk about cheerleading or the mysteries of the universe," I quipped, hoping to inject some humor into the situation. Deep down, though, I was still anxious about my upcoming conversation.

I couldn't help but feel excitement and nervousness coursing through my veins as I prepared for my date with Erica. The anticipation made my heart race, and my stomach felt like it was performing Olympic gymnastics. This was my very first date, and I desperately needed some guidance.
Rio, ever the provocateur, sprawled out on the bed, filling the room with a snoring sound that could rival a chainsaw. "That's too boring! You can't just talk about cheerleading," he complained, causing collective annoyance to fill the room. "Hell, if you have to, make up stories; it's not lying if you say, 'I was just playing.'"
Taj, who had clearly reached his breaking point with Rio's antics, jumped into the fray, his frustration palpable. "Rio, for the love of all that's holy, shut up! I know you don't understand, but Codi genuinely cares about this girl and isn't trying to just get into bed with her."
Rio, seemingly unfazed by Taj's exasperation, chuckled and casually shrugged. "Well, I don't know why I'm even here because my methods are tried and true. And to be clear, Taj, I won't lie; I will just be playing."
As if on cue, another round of knocks echoed on the door, and the room descended into chaos as Shawna, Jackie, Ezra, and Kristine barged in. The cacophony of voices grew louder as each person eagerly shared their advice and opinions.
Shawna chimed in enthusiastically, "How about buying her some flowers?"

Jackie immediately protested, "Codi! You don't need to buy her anything. You don't even know the girl!" Their argument escalated swiftly, further adding to the commotion.
Meanwhile, Ezra, Kristine, and Daymond were locked in a heated debate over what I should wear. On the other side of the room, Rio, Cuyler, and Taj engaged in a separate dispute, their voices melding into the pandemonium.
Feeling overwhelmed, stressed, and thoroughly annoyed, I finally couldn't take it anymore and shouted, "EVERYONE, JUST GET THE HELL OUT!" It was as if chaos had taken over the room, and I needed peace to collect my thoughts before my big date.
"I truly appreciate you all wanting to help me," I began, looking around at my well-meaning but overwhelming friends, "but I may need to do this myself. And no matter what happens, I'll have no one to blame but myself."
As I spoke, I could see the disappointment mixed with understanding on their faces. It was clear they only wanted the best for me, but the pressure was becoming too much to handle.
Taking a deep breath, I decided it was time to get ready. I picked out a Royal Blue Albany hoodie, black jean shorts, and my trusty Air Pennys. Despite my nervousness, I couldn't help but feel a bit more confident in my chosen attire.
With determination, I thanked everyone again for their help and well wishes. I grabbed my CD player, backpack, and CD book, ready to face whatever awaited me. The room felt emptier as I stepped out, but the weight of their advice and support stayed with me.


Navigating the hotel's maze-like corridors was a challenge, even with the piece of paper in my hand where I had written Erica's room number. I had found her contact information in the hotel's phonebook, and with that information, I set out to find her.

As I made my way to Erica's room, my heart began to race, and my palms grew sweaty. The closer I got to her door, the more the butterflies in my stomach seemed to multiply, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention.
Summoning all my courage, I raised my hand and knocked twice. The anticipation felt unbearable as I waited for a response. When the door finally swung open, revealing Erica standing there, a rush of emotions washed over me.
At that moment, I couldn't help but break into a wide, goofy smile – the same one that always seemed to grace my face whenever I saw her. It was a mixture of nervousness, excitement, and pure joy that I hoped she could see in my eyes.
Erica looked stunning in her Tommy Hilfiger Cropped Sweatshirt, which showed off her toned abs and red sweatpants. She had an effortless beauty that left me momentarily speechless.


Walking through the vibrant downtown area, Erica and I enjoyed our time together, catching up on the events of the past few days. She shared that her team had recently expelled four members for stealing over two hundred dollars worth of makeup and travel supplies from K-Mart. As she spoke, I occasionally just gazed at her, getting lost in her stories. And whenever she was about to meet my eyes, I quickly averted my gaze, hoping she wouldn't notice.
Our conversation flowed effortlessly as we strolled, and I relished every moment. It was as if time had frozen, allowing me to savor this precious time with Erica.


"Ooo, I've been looking forward to this ice cream all night!" Erica exclaimed excitedly as we entered the ice cream shop, which felt more like a cozy diner. The sweet anticipation of dessert added to the already wonderful evening we were sharing.

"So, are you and your team planning to have another brawl while you're here?" Erica asked, her grin playful and mischievous.
I couldn't resist the opportunity to add some humor. "Yeah, and then we'll join forces with your team to pull off the heist of the century," I replied, chuckling at my absurd suggestion.
Erica burst into laughter, clearly amused by my response. "Touché, sir. Touché," she said, giving me credit for the witty comeback.

With enthusiasm, I delved into the intricate details of the love triangle involving Daymond, Kristine, and Reagan, infusing the discussion with colorful anecdotes and lighthearted commentary to keep the mood light. Erica listened intently, her eyes sparkling with amusement as she absorbed the drama unfolding within our team. Amidst our banter, she quipped that we needed a camera crew following us around, akin to the show on MTV, The Real World.


We shifted our focus to one of Erica's favorite topics - food. As a self-proclaimed foodie, she spoke passionately about the sesame chicken pizza served at a nearby Chinese restaurant, describing its flavors and textures with genuine enthusiasm. Her eyes sparkled as she painted a vivid picture, igniting my appetite with each word.


As our conversation flowed, I became increasingly captivated by Erica's presence. Her eyes held a depth that seemed to draw me in, reminiscent of the ocean on a sunny day. I felt an irresistible urge to explore their mysteries, to lose myself in the depths of her gaze.


Equally enchanting were her dimples, which appeared whenever she smiled, adding to her charm. I imagined finding solace in their gentle curves, basking in the warmth of her smile. Our

interaction felt effortless, punctuated by shared laughter and genuine camaraderie, creating a fleeting and timeless moment.


Nervously, I blurted out a question weighing on my mind, "So, um, do you have a boyfriend, or are you seeing anyone?" The words tumbled out abruptly, and I immediately regretted my lack of tact. Bracing myself for an awkward response or her departure, I was surprised when she smiled and chuckled. "Uh, no, I'm actually not seeing anyone right now," she replied warmly, her smile putting me at ease.
As I attempted to distract myself with a spoonful of ice cream, my hand trembled, causing me to miss my mouth and inadvertently land the spoon on my shirt. Mortified, I chuckled nervously and hastily wiped the ice cream away, hoping to salvage the moment. Teasingly, she couldn't resist poking fun at my mishap, "You're a bit of a dork, huh?" I grinned sheepishly, acknowledging the truth in her jest with a shrug.
Then, without warning, I blurted out another question, unable to contain my curiosity, "So, you said 'uh' when I asked about having a boyfriend. Are you trying to convince yourself that you don't have one or…?"

Why do I always manage to embarrass myself like this? I mentally chided myself as I awaited Erica's reaction. I was surprised to see her not getting up and leaving right away. Instead, she rolled her eyes and seemed to catch a bit of an attitude before laughing.
"Well, if you must know, Codi," she began, her tone carrying a mix of resignation and amusement. "I was seeing someone at the beginning of the year. He was an actor, and he kind of played the role of my boyfriend up until Christmas..." Her voice trailed off momentarily as if she was reliving a painful memory. "He had this brilliant idea to take his acting to the next level, whatever

that means. It involved him needing to be drunk daily, miserable, and sleeping with just about anyone, including a few of my friends."


Watching her, I couldn't understand how anyone could treat such a beautiful and funny person so poorly. She deserved to be cherished and loved in every possible way. My heart longed to be with her and to show her how much she meant to me. Interrupting my thoughts, she asked, "So, what about you?" I shook my head, "The last time I was someone's type, I was donating blood." She burst out laughing, and I couldn't help but join in. "Woah woah, easy there, Urkel!" she joked, still giggling at my comment. We sat together for a while, the warm sun on our faces as we watched people go by. Although we didn't say much, enjoying each other's company was enough. It was a moment I wished would never end.


As we sat in silence, she suddenly broke it by shouting, "Let's go to the Ferris wheel!" Instantly, fear surged at the thought of being so high up in the air. Despite my apprehension, I didn't want to disappoint her, so I summoned all my courage and put on a brave face. I knew I had to conquer my fear, just like Shawna had advised me during tryouts last year. "Put on a brave face and fake it 'til you make it, homie," she had said. Taking a deep breath, I followed Erica towards the Ferris wheel, hoping my temporary courage would endure until we reached solid ground again.
Erica's enthusiasm was infectious, radiating energy around her like a halo. She looked like a beacon of adventure, with her sun-kissed afro framing her face and eyes sparkling excitedly. Despite my lingering fear, I was drawn to her magnetic personality, willing to face my anxieties head-on to share this moment with her.

As we settled into our seats, my heart began to race with a mix of anticipation and anxiety.

My palms grew sweaty, and I couldn't help but feel a little nervous. Glancing at Erica, I found solace in the soft curve of her smile. She exuded calmness and collectedness, which in turn boosted my confidence.
With a sudden lurch, the ride commenced, and I could feel the wind whipping past my face, sending a rush of exhilaration through me. To my surprise, we were the only ones on the ride, and the operator promised to stop at the top for longer than usual. The thought made my stomach drop, but the excitement in her eyes eased my fears.


As we ascended toward the peak, the vibrant lights of Daytona sprawled out below us, painting the night sky with a kaleidoscope of colors. The neon signs of beachfront attractions glowed against the dark backdrop, creating an electrifying atmosphere that pulsed with energy.
Upon reaching the peak, I was greeted by a panoramic view that took my breath away. The city lights shimmered like a sea of stars, casting an enchanting glow over the landscape. It was a sight unlike anything I had ever witnessed, and for a moment, I felt as though I were suspended in a dream.
Beside me, Erica was a vision of beauty, her silhouette illuminated by the soft glow of the city below. As we sat together, the gentle sway of the seat in the breeze added to the magic of the moment. With a sense of awe, I wrapped my arm around her, and she nestled her head against my shoulder.
"Erica," I whispered her name, the sound barely audible above the distant hum of the city.

She looked up at me, her eyes sparkling with warmth and affection. "I wish I had asked for your number at Red Bluffs."

A smile tugged at the corners of her lips as she spoke, and at that moment, I knew that I never wanted this night to end. "Why didn't you?" she asked, her voice filled with curiosity and a hint of playfulness.


As I sat there, grappling with my words, attempting to confess my ineptitude at reading people, my palms grew increasingly clammy. Each beat of my heart reverberated loudly in my chest, and my nerves seemed to tighten their grip on me. Though I knew what I wanted to say, it eluded me at the time, lost amidst my anxious ramblings.
Despite my stumbling, she listened intently, her gaze unwavering, her lips curving into a gentle smile. Suddenly, she interrupted me, her finger pressing softly against my lips, and whispered, "Shhh, you talk too much," a soft laugh escaping her.
In that instant, a wave of relief swept over me, and a smile of gratitude mirrored hers. With a tentative touch, I reached out to caress her cheek, emboldened by her gesture. I drew closer, my pulse quickened, and adrenaline coursed through me.
"Kiss me already," she demanded, her voice barely above a whisper, igniting a fire within me.

Without hesitation, our lips met, and the world around us seemed to fade into oblivion. At that moment, suspended in time, there was only the exquisite sensation of her lips against mine and the warmth of her embrace.
In this fleeting instant, amidst the hush of the world around us, I find myself utterly captivated by the warmth of your presence. Each second spent in Erica's company feels like a cherished treasure, a glimpse into a world where time stands still. My heart swells with an inexplicable tenderness as I bask in the glow of your smile, the gentle touch of her hand sending shivers down my spine. It's as if every fiber of my being yearns to be entwined with yours, to share in the magic of this moment forever.

As we made our way back to Erica’s hotel, she clutched my hand tightly, our fingers interlaced as if unwilling to part. I couldn't resist the urge to buy her a rose, the vibrant petals symbolizing my affection, which I tucked behind her ear. In response, she pressed a sweet kiss to my cheek, leaving me unable to suppress the smile that crept onto my face. Upon arriving at her hotel, we lingered in the lobby, our conversation flowing effortlessly as if time had ceased to exist.


Minutes melted into hours, the world around us fading into the background as we lost ourselves in each other's company. But amidst our shared laughter and exchanged stories, I found myself entranced by Erica, unable to tear my gaze away from the gentle curve of her lips as they moved in sync with her words. It was as though the sound of her voice, the cadence of her laughter, held me in a spell that I never wanted to break.


Then, in a moment of realization, I blinked, breaking the spell as I refocused my attention. It was a bittersweet revelation, a reminder of the fleeting nature of time and the preciousness of each passing moment spent with her. From then on, I yearned for more minutes during the day and more hours at night to prolong our time together.

As I walked her back to her room, words felt unnecessary. Our shared silence spoke volumes as she held onto my hand, her grip tight as if she feared letting go. It was a silent affirmation of our bond, a promise of our shared connection. At that moment, I realized she held a special place in my heart that I never wanted to relinquish.


"Well, this is my stop," she said softly, her gaze shifting between the door and the floor. I gently lifted her chin with a finger, coaxing her to meet my gaze. Her lower lip trembled as she bit it nervously. Without hesitation, I kissed her once more passionately, pouring all my emotions into the

embrace as if it were our last. When we finally parted, we were left breathless, our eyes locked with an intensity that spoke volumes.


I wished I could have followed her inside, but I didn't want to rush things. Collecting myself, I finally caught my breath. "Meet me back at the Ferris wheel tomorrow night, say around 8?" I suggested, hoping she would agree.
She nodded eagerly. "Of course," she whispered.


After bidding each other goodnight, we wished each other luck the following day. We lingered in a kiss, savoring the moment until I reluctantly pulled away. As I walked back to my room, a sense of euphoria washed over me, reminiscent of Eddie Murphy's character in Coming to America, belting out "To Be Loved" in the street after finally kissing his love interest. It felt like I was floating on a cloud, the soulful melody of "Tender Love" by Force M.D. filling my ears. Sleep evaded me that night, not only because of Addian's snoring but also because my thoughts were consumed by Erica, replaying our moments together in my mind like a song on repeat.
.



6 Hours Until the Performance



I woke up to my stomach rumbling, a sound akin to a baby T-rex demanding to be fed. The aroma of sizzling bacon and eggs wafted down the hall, luring me out of bed with its tantalizing scent. Still lingering on my lips was the taste of Erica's kiss, accompanied by the unpleasant reminder of morning breath.
After sitting up, I noticed that Addian was already up and about. After quickly brushing my teeth to freshen up, I went downstairs to join the others for breakfast.
Entering the lobby, the inviting smell of the continental breakfast greeted me once again, intensifying the hunger pangs in my belly. "Codi, come sit with us!" someone called out, beckoning me to join them at the table.

When I approached Veronica and Keith's table, their animated gestures caught my attention, signaling me to join them. As I drew nearer, I couldn't help but notice their mischievous grins, hinting at some inside joke that eluded me. Keith's greeting was laced with playful curiosity. "So, how was that Ferris wheel last night, blood?" he quipped, prompting a chuckle from Veronica, who seemed to be in on the joke. Their laughter left me feeling like the subject of their amusement, and I braced myself for whatever teasing was to come.


Aware of Keith and Veronica's knack for being privy to the latest team gossip, I listened as Keith continued his banter. "Keith and I saw you on the Ferris wheel while we went for ice cream. We looked up, and, to our surprise, we saw you getting your freak on up there!" he exclaimed,

prompting laughter from Sara and causing me to nearly choke on my orange juice from laughing too hard.


Sara shot Keith a disapproving glance, her expression dripping with disdain. "You know I really hate you both at times, right?" she remarked, rolling her eyes and adopting an attitude that only added to the humor of the situation.

After they joined me at the table, I regaled them with the story of my Ferris wheel adventure, longing for Erica's presence and wishing she was here to share her perspective. Sara's response was characteristically playful. "Awe, CoCo, that's so stinkin' cute!" she exclaimed in a comically
a high-pitched voice, eliciting a smile from me at her endearing silliness.



I despised being called CoCo by her. Today's performance filled us with excitement and dread, knowing that once nationals ended, we'd return to Albany in just a few days. Veronica floated the idea of her and me selling t-shirts and oranges, while Keith joked about joining an underground fight club or wrestling alligators to make ends meet.
Veronica and Keith eventually decided to retreat upstairs as we lounged, conversing over fluffy waffles, delectable bacon, and orange juice that appeased the monster in my belly. I chose to linger, anticipating the arrival of Cuyler and Aubrey. However, after a considerable wait, they failed to materialize, which struck me as odd, given Cuyler's usual reluctance to pass up free food.




I grabbed a few bananas and oranges to snack on before the performance, fueling up for the day ahead. Eager to share my excitement, I set out to find Cuyler before the hotel's breakfast service ended. As I strolled down the hallways, memories of last night flooded my mind—the heartfelt

conversations, the shared laughter, and that unforgettable kiss under the mesmerizing Daytona night sky.
A smile played on my lips as I reminisced about Erica, her presence filling me with anticipation for our reunion after the performance tonight, hopeful we would both end the day as champions.

As I approached Cuyler's room, I noticed the door was slightly ajar, which caught me off guard since I assumed he was still fast asleep. Deciding to wake him up playfully, I pushed the door open, expecting to find him tucked in bed.
"Time to rise and shine, bitch!" I announced with a grin.

To my surprise, instead of Cuyler, there was a sudden high-pitched scream followed by a loud thud! Startled, I caught sight of a naked Aubrey hastily scrambling to cover herself while reaching for her crutches to make her way to the bathroom. "Codi, close your eyes!" she exclaimed urgently.
Respecting her wishes, I quickly shielded my eyes until I heard the bathroom door slam shut. Taking in the chaotic scene before me, I couldn't help but feel bewildered by the unexpected turn of events. What had I just walked into? And what was that loud thud I had heard moments ago?
Curiosity piqued, I ventured to the other side of the room, where I spotted Cuyler's hairy toes protruding from beneath the curtains. Without a second thought, I seized a nearby pillow and launched it in his direction, eager to rouse him from his hiding spot.


"Ouch, you fucker!" he exclaimed, his hand immediately flying to his head in pain.

"Hey, dummy!" I retorted, raising an eyebrow. "Did you honestly think I wouldn't notice your big ass lurking behind these godawful curtains?"
He ignored me, "Codi, quick question," Cuyler's voice came from behind the curtain. "Why the hell didn't you knock?"

I marched up to the curtain and yanked it open, revealing Cuyler still in the nude, his chest and stomach adorned with red lipstick prints. Before I could even inquire about the situation, Aubrey emerged from behind the door, her lips painted the same fiery shade of red, and she had on a t-shirt that was huge on her, which I assumed was big wool, and rested on one crutch.
"Well, genius, I would have knocked if YOU hadn't left the damn door wide open!" she snapped, jabbing a finger into his forehead. "So, next time you decide to get frisky with your crippled lover, at least have the decency to LOCK THE DOOR!"

Aubrey limped to a nearby chair, her steps slow and deliberate. "Codi," her Wisconsin accent thickening with each word, "What do you mean the door wasn't locked?"
I repeated myself, "Ol' Dumbo here didn't bother to check the door or even put the 'Do Not Disturb' sign on."
Aubrey took a deep breath, sending a shiver down my spine; I glanced at Cuyler and saw he felt the same chill. He knew he messed up. "What the hell were you thinking?" she demanded, using one crutch to steady herself as she approached Cuyler. "What if Coach had walked in?"
The image of Coach stumbling upon the scene made me laugh uncontrollably, and soon Cuyler joined in. Aubrey's laughter halted abruptly, her expression turning serious. "Seriously, Cuyler. What were you thinking?" Cuyler averted his gaze, unable to respond amidst his laughter. Aubrey rolled her eyes and sighed, the frustration evident on her face. My laughter gradually subsided.
"You two are complete idiots," she sighed, rubbing her temples in exasperation.



I rose to my feet, still wiping tears of laughter from my eyes. Cuyler stood before me, his chuckles continuing as he suddenly reached for a hug.

"I love you, brotha!" he exclaimed, arms wide open.



I couldn't help but notice he was still stark naked.



"Get the hell off of me!" I protested, recoiling. "Your whole dick is literally on my leg!"



Aubrey laughed at my expense, casually peeling one of the bananas I had brought. "Oh, come on, Codi, show him some love!" she teased, "get all up in there!" she laughed.


But Cuyler was unyielding; despite my resistance, he ensnared me in his vice-like grip, refusing to let go. I begrudgingly conceded, resigning that this awkward hug was unavoidable, whether I liked it or not.
As I was trapped in the bear hug, my movements restricted, I glanced upward. To my surprise, Aubrey's underwear and Cuyler's enormous boxers were dangling from the ceiling fan. I couldn't help but raise an eyebrow at the odd sight but wisely avoided asking questions. After all, some mysteries are best left unsolved.



























5 Hours Until the Performance




I finally left Big Wool's room, still trying to wrap my head around the unexpected encounter with him and Aubrey. The image of his naked, lipstick-covered hug lingered in my mind, leaving me feeling a tad violated and eager for a long, cleansing shower to wash away the awkwardness.


As I shuffled down the hallway, lost in contemplation, I was suddenly greeted by Rio bounding up to me with his trademark chipper demeanor. His eyes were slightly bloodshot, and he sported a skin-tight Valley Cheer shirt, giving him a distinctly eager look. An unmistakable aroma of potent weed wafted from his vicinity, a scent that seemed to follow him like a loyal companion.

"How was last night?" he asked, his grin widening as he anticipated my response.



I recounted the events of last night, detailing the kiss with Erica and the unexpected appearance of her ex-boyfriend. With each retelling, I found myself reliving the magic of that evening, wishing I could turn back time and experience it all over again. Rio's smile only grew larger, and he teased me relentlessly.
"You growing up to be a player like me; you lucky she ain't meet me first, though," he laughed. I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, lucky me," I deadpanned, sarcasm dripping from every word.










As we chatted, he casually dropped a bombshell: he wanted to borrow my prized possession, "Doggy Style." Instantly, memories of the CD catastrophe with "Illmatic" flooded back. That poor disc returned to me scratched and beaten like it had been in a catfight. Sure, he coughed up some cash for the damage on my birthday. However, I still had reservations about entrusting him with anything valuable.
Despite better judgment, I caved and agreed to lend him the album. As we trudged down the never-ending hallway to my room, I couldn't shake the dread of déjà vu. Would "Doggy Style" suffer the same fate as its predecessor?
In an attempt to change the subject, I prodded about his night, expecting a typical tale of him getting high on the beach. But, oh boy, was I wrong. He spun a yarn that left me speechless.
Apparently, he met some guys from West Valley, got high with them, and convinced one poor soul

that he was a member of the band Guy, even dropping a line like "I only sing if the money ain't funny." The absurdity of it all left me both entertained and flabbergasted. How on earth did he pull off such a stunt?


"Wait," I interjected, halting him in his tracks. "How the hell did you convince her that you're in the group, Guy?"
He shrugged casually and chuckled. "I don't know, man. I did a few of their dances with Curtis and Daymond, and when she asked if I was in Guy, I just didn't say no."
"Rio, you only found out who Guy was last month! The only person you resemble is Coolio with those zero hang time braids you got, at best!"
Rio collapsed onto the floor, convulsing with laughter. "Brooo!" he wheezed, struggling to catch his breath. "You crack me up!"
That's when I knew he was definitely high. That over-the-top laugh only comes out when he's stoned out of his mind.
"Well, you see," he began, a mischievous grin plastered on his face. "I was actually after ol girl's friend..."
"Of course you were," I remarked, rolling my eyes.
He waved off my comment with a laugh. "Oh, come on, man. So, like I said, I had my eyes on her friend. She had legs for days and was taller than me, but I was willing to climb that tree!" He chuckled, reminiscing about Daymond playing wingman for him. It was like watching Penny Hardaway and Shaq on the court, with Daymond setting Rio up to score most of the time.
"Then, I hit her with my best line!" Rio announced proudly.

"What was that?" I inquired, knowing it was bound to be something ridiculous.

"I took her hand and said, 'Girl, you look so good; I wish I could plant and grow a whole field of you all!'"

I burst out laughing. "What the hell does that even mean?"

Rio chuckled again. "Hey, don't hate on the line, man. It got me more numbers than a lotto ticket!" "So, it didn't work, then?" I teased.
"See, look at you," Rio said, adopting a mock-serious tone. "You're already on the verge of being a playa hater!"
I raised my hands in surrender. "Okay, okay. Please, finish the story."


Rio continued his story with a smirk, "So she laughs, and you know, once I get 'em giggling, they're hooked. I invite her back to the room to chill, and then she drops the bomb that she has a boyfriend."


"Ouch, rough luck," I sympathized.



Rio shrugged, "I hit her with, 'Well, he can come too, but I'm not sure what he'll be doing in there.'"



I couldn't help but burst into laughter. "And that didn't work? Surprising."



He grinned, "Yeah, she wasn't feeling it and bounced. But the next girl, man, she was smokin'! Locking eyes across the bar, I flash her my million-dollar smile." He flashed a cheesy grin.


Rio went on to describe how they started chatting by tossing peanuts, trying to catch them in her mouth. He called it a "preview of what was to come." After a few rounds, he passed her a note that read: "Want to get out of here?" She started heading to the door. "I told Daymond and Curtis not to wait up for me and bolted."


"What did she look like?" I asked, intrigued.

"Tall, pale skin with freckles on her cheeks and these big, deep-sea green eyes. And her ass was juicier than a Georgia peach! I think it was love at first sight!"


"You literally just met her, dumbass," I teased, holding back laughter.


"You wouldn't understand! But anyway, every session looked like fights in cartoons with the huge dust cloud. I asked her about her life and her plans after college because I needed a damn break. She really broke me off! I told her how I could see a future with her, and then she had the nerve to get annoyed!"


My jaw dropped because I never knew Rio to be so open to a girl, especially so soon.



He continued, "Then she just goes, 'Look dude, I have my plate full already. I got a boyfriend back home, a football player boyfriend at school, a fling with the guy your teammate got into a fight with! And I think I might have a crush on this girl who keeps flirting with me at the checkout desk. So I can't fit you into anything I got going on.'"


"To me, you got what you deserve because you do the same shit to girls."



Rio stopped dead in his tracks. "Damn, she just used me for my body?"



"You are not well in the head, man, you know? But yes, I think she did."

Rio laughed and shrugged. "It's obviously a sign that I need to keep being the player I am. I confessed my love, and she played me to the left, so I guess I gotta be a player for life, unlike my boy Daymond. Who is all types of whipped by that freshman."


We finally reached my room, and Curtis was waiting for us.



"I could hear you loudmouths from the elevator," he chuckled as he greeted us, giving Rio and me a dap. "So, spill the beans. How'd it go last night?" He gestured toward Rio's Valley Tech t-shirt, which, upon closer inspection, seemed way too snug.


"Bro, your shirt is so tight; if you sneeze, it's ripping right off!" Curtis wasted no time in firing off his morning jokes.

"Yo, I know you're not trying to crack on me because I'm pretty sure the only action you got last night was from your loveseat in your room!" Rio shot back, surprising me with his quick wit.


Curtis took a deep breath, visibly regretting bringing up the topic.



I asked Curtis why he stopped by, and he mentioned wanting to borrow my Reebok Shaqnosis.



"Bro, I always let you borrow my shoes!" he protested, noticing my skeptical expression.



He was right. No matter how much I wanted to refuse, Curtis had an impressive shoe collection and would only lend me a pair if I promised to clean them properly and return them in

better condition than when I got them. But these were my Shaqnosis! I loved these shoes, but eventually, I relented and let him borrow them, albeit with one condition.


"Don't. fuck. My. Shoes. up!" I said sternly as I began to open the door.


"’Ight man, damn, I got you!" Curtis replied, his tone conveying both annoyance and amusement.



I slid my keycard into the lock and swung the door open, expecting the familiarity of our shared space.


"Codi! NOOOOO!" Ezra's scream pierced the air like a siren, sending a shiver down my spine.



"OH NIGGA!" Rio's exclamation was a thunderclap of shock that rattled my senses.



I staggered back, slamming the door shut in a reflex of disbelief. The sight before us had left us all reeling, our minds struggling to process the surreal scene. We sprinted down the hall without a word, our footsteps echoing in the empty corridor, fueled by a primal urge to escape the unfolding nightmare.


We reached Miguel's room, and my heart pounded like a drum. Panic and horror fueled our frantic knocks and kicks, each blow punctuating the urgency of our plea for sanctuary. It felt like an eternity before the door finally yielded, swinging open to reveal a bewildered Paige.


"BRO! Open the door, please!" Curtis's voice cracked with desperation, pleading for refuge from the chaos.

Paige's eyes widened at our uncharacteristic intrusion, her half-done hair adding to the disarray of the moment. "Why are you three knocking like the damn police?" she demanded, confusion etched in her features.

Ignoring her question, we pushed past her into the room, our breaths coming in ragged gasps. Miguel emerged from the bathroom, his expression a mix of confusion and concern, oblivious to the storm brewing in the hallway. But as he stepped forward, his newly bleached-blond hair gleaming under the harsh light, the gravity of the situation began to sink in.


"Uh, what the hell did you do to your hair?" I asked, coming to an abrupt halt.



"What? No, you're focusing on the wrong thing right now. Why were you all beating down my door?" Paige demanded, her arms crossed.


"Bro, I don't even wanna talk about it!" I replied, sinking to the floor and resting my head against the wall.


Miguel and Paige began to pace around the room, trying to piece together what had just happened.



All I could utter was, "Ezra and... um... yeah." The words refused to form coherently in my brain, but the vivid images were etched permanently into my mind.


"Ezra! Is he okay?" Paige asked, panic creeping into her voice.

I nodded, indicating he was fine. Then Paige turned to me, concern etched on her face. I shook my head vigorously, signaling that I was anything but okay, before bursting into laughter, echoing off the walls like a madman.


Curtis paced back and forth, muttering to himself. At the same time, Rio remained seated on the ground, staring into space in stunned silence. Paige shook Rio, demanding to know what was happening, but he seemed lost in his own world.

Suddenly, a faint knock was on the door, and Ezra and Addian walked in. Addian laughed at the sight of us while Ezra blushed and giggled nervously. Miguel glanced at them, then back at us, his mind racing to make sense of the situation.


"OH SHIT!" Paige exclaimed, her eyes widening. "No freaking way!"



I cringed at the memory of witnessing Addian and Ezra's intimate moment, feeling the urge to scrub my eyes with bleach to erase the image.


"Wait," Miguel interjected, his expression shifting with sudden realization. "Addian, are you and Ezra a couple?"


Addian's face fell. "Uh, no, we just hook up every now and then. No strings attached. Just to relieve some tension before competitions," he explained.


Miguel raised his hand dramatically. "And these three walked in on you two doing it!" His laughter filled the room, causing a fresh wave of discomfort to wash over me.

I rose to my feet, attempting to cut through the awkward atmosphere that hung in the air.


"Erza, couldn't you have put a sock on the door or something to warn a brother?" I exclaimed, trying to inject some levity into the situation.


"Yeah!" Rio chimed in, finally regaining his composure. "That's bro code!"



Ezra chuckled, shaking his head. "We like the thrill of getting caught, just like the thrill ride Miguel went on with that hair dye."


Miguel raised an eyebrow. "Hey, this ain't about me! You guys are in my room!"



Addian chuckled. "I actually love Miguel's hair. And I must admit, the thrill of getting caught really gets my blood pumping." He turned his attention to us with a smirk. "And as for you three stooges, next time you want a peep show, just ask. I'll make room for you."




Curtis made a gagging sound and dashed for the door. "Next time, can you guys please just put a sock on the damn doorknob?"


Addian raised his hands in mock surrender. "I suppose I can ensure we're a tad more considerate next time."


"THANK YOU!" Rio chimed in, already on his way to the door behind Curtis.

As Miguel carefully threw on a tank top, he proposed a trip to the beach to shake off the madness of what had just unfolded. I couldn't agree more; the idea of fresh air was a welcomed one. Ezra slipped out quietly ahead of us, leaving Addian behind with Paige for what I assumed would be a gossip session.

"Hey, boys," Addian called out as we made our way to the door. "The next show is tonight. Tickets start at twenty bucks, but entry is always free if you catch my drift!" He winked, and Paige erupted into laughter while the rest of us groaned in response and slammed the door shut behind us, eager to escape the chaos and enjoy peace at the beach.


















4 Hours Until the Performance



"So…" Rio's voice trailed off, but before he could continue, Curtis interjected sharply.



"Nope, say nothing," Curtis snapped.

"I'm just saying, Addian and Ezra? Holy shit!" Rio persisted.



"I told you not to say anything!" Curtis snapped back. Frustration was evident in his tone. "I can't get the image out of my head!"

The heat washed over us immediately as we stepped out of the back doors. The beach was hummed with activity, and people were basking in the sun or partaking in volleyball matches. I scanned the crowd, hoping to catch a glimpse of Erica. Still, I imagined she was likely somewhere preparing with her unfrosted Pop-Tarts and a bag of banana Laffy Taffy, trying to tame her lion's mane afro. The memory of teasing her about her quirky snack choices and ensuing eye rolls made me smile.


Finding available chairs took some time. We indulged in banter about Miguel's newly blond hair to pass the time. "You look like a paintbrush," I teased. Miguel quickly got defensive, recounting his high school tradition of dyeing his hair blond every year he qualified for state in wrestling and when his cheer team competed at state. Despite his explanation, we continued to tease him mercilessly.
Surprisingly, the blond hair suited him, but that didn't deter us from ribbing him. After all, our team wasn't one to let anything slide.




"Miguel," Curtis called out as Miguel strode ahead of us.



"Don't start with me, bro!" Miguel shot back, a hint of irritation coloring his voice.



Rio burst into laughter, knowing that Curtis wouldn't let up.

"Bruh, I respect it, I really do, but you knew damn well we were going to roast you and that Sunny D hair," Curtis added, tripping Miguel in the process.


Ignoring the jibe, Miguel continued walking towards the few beach chairs we spotted that no one seemed to be using. The hot sand made me regret wearing flip-flops, but the sight of the beautiful waves and the distant sounds of cheering music at the bandshell distracted me. It was hard to believe that we would be there performing and competing for the national title in a few hours. The thought sent chills rippling through my body. I knew I needed to distract myself from overthinking before I put on my uniform.


We settled into the chairs and engaged in conversation for quite some time. Miguel and I argued about which team was better, the Dallas Cowboys or the Houston Oilers. At the same time, Curtis attempted to interject his opinions about whichever team was his favorite that season. Being from Houston, I staunchly defended my city's team.


"Bro!" Miguel would exclaim loudly. "We won the damn Super Bowl, you can't top that!"


"Hey, we're just in a rebuilding year. My boys Eddie George and Steve McNair will run the NFL in the next three years!" I retorted.


Eventually, the conversation shifted to what life would look like for Rio, Curtis, and Miguel after they graduated that year. Rio talked about his plans to bulk up and try out for American Gladiator, move back to Oakland to pursue a career in professional skateboarding and enter the X Games with his friends, or continue cheerleading to finish his degree and see where it takes him.

"Bro, not to rain on your parade, but American Gladiator? And you're black! You think you'll make it big skateboarding?" Curtis teased, a smirk appearing at the corners of his lips.
Rio's response was swift, accompanied by a chuckle and a confident nod. "Skateboarding, not rollerblading. Don't underestimate me, punk! I'll be on TV one way or another while Silvia's got you chained to a radiator, feeding you sunflower seeds."
Curtis retaliated with a jab aimed squarely at Rio's pride. "Hey, at least I didn't tell some girl I barely knew I loved her, only to find out she's passed around like a church collection plate!"
Rio's laughter faltered, his eyes flashing with hurt and frustration. "Man, fuck you!" he retorted, his wounded pride evident in his tone.


After their banter, Curtis shifted the conversation to his future plans with Silvia. They discussed possibly leaving the West Coast and heading East so she could finish school. Curtis contemplated joining the police academy or focusing on his rap career. This marked a stark contrast from their earlier tumultuous relationship; Curtis and Silvia couldn't stand to be in the same room for more than five minutes when I arrived on campus. Witnessing Curtis finally getting his act together was reassuring for Silvia's sake and promising for his own future.
Meanwhile, Miguel's uncertainty about his future lingered in the air.



"Ya know, man," he mused, his voice tinged with contemplation, "I want to take things one step at a time. At night, I lie beside a woman I know I want to spend the rest of my life with, but I haven't asked her yet. We're not perfect; she drives me crazy most of the time, and I know I do the same to her. But as long as she's by my side, I feel everything will be okay. She's my rock, and I want to be hers. I love Paige and Zi; I am confident we'll be alright, no matter what lies ahead."

As my friends discussed their futures, a heavy blanket of uncertainty settled over me.

Graduation from Albany loomed on the horizon, its proximity feeling both distant and alarmingly close. While Curtis and Miguel spoke confidently about their post-graduation plans, I found myself grappling with a fog of indecision. Tomorrow seemed uncertain, and the thought of navigating the next year without a clear path ahead was daunting.
Yet, amidst the uncertainty, I refused to surrender to aimless drifting. I was determined to carve out my path, even if it meant venturing into the unknown. Ideas flickered through my mind like fleeting sparks – attending a school closer to Erica, pursuing a spot on a Division I cheerleading team back home. Each possibility held its own allure and its own set of challenges.
The prospect of endless possibilities both excited and unnerved me. Everything was in flux, and as my friends prepared to move forward, I realized that soon, I would assume the role of the seasoned veteran, offering guidance to those following in my footsteps. It was a role I hadn't anticipated but would embrace as I navigated my course into the future.

"Bro! Bro!" Rio exclaimed, seizing Curtis's arm and pointing excitedly at a girl sauntering by in a pink thong bikini, her long blond hair cascading behind her like a golden waterfall. "Check out those legs, man! I could lay down a full-length train track on those beauties!"
The four of us pivoted to catch a glimpse, emitting a collective "Damn!" as we ogled the girl's stunning physique. She caught our gaze, offering a coy wink over her lowered sunglasses before melting into a group of giggling girls.
"Bro, she's eyeing me!" Rio proclaimed with a proud grin.

Curtis countered with a self-assured smirk. "Nah, man, she was definitely checking me out," he insisted, jabbing a thumb in his own direction.
"Doesn't matter, bro, you're off the market!" Rio fired back, wagging a finger.

"And Silvia would gut you if she even caught a whiff of you heading her way," I said, contributing to the teasing banter.
"As for me," Rio announced, leaping to his feet and tearing off his shirt, "I'm single as a Pringle and always ready to mingle!" He set off towards the girl and her entourage with a confident strut.
"And ready to catch something again," Miguel muttered under his breath, igniting laughter from me. Caught up in the moment, Curtis began to rise from his seat, seemingly considering joining Rio in his conquest.
"Sit your ass back down!" Miguel and I declared in unison, yanking him back into his chair.



As the scorching sun bore down on us, its rays mercilessly searing the pavement, I sought refuge in the cool shadows of the hotel. Along the way, I encountered Seth, his lone figure shrouded in contemplation, wisps of smoke curling upward from the cigarette between his fingers.
"What's on your mind, OG?" I inquired, my voice soft and concerned as I approached him.



Seth stirred from his reverie, his eyes reflecting a tumult of emotions beneath the shield of his sunglasses. With a slow nod of acknowledgment, he drew deeply from his cigarette, exhaling a cloud of smoke that mingled with the salty breeze from the ocean.
For a moment, we stood in companionable silence, the vast sea stretching out before us, its rhythmic waves crashing against the shore in a hypnotic cadence.
"It's hitting me, Codi," Seth finally spoke, his voice filled with a raw vulnerability I could feel. "When that music stops, it's the end of an era for me. Three years at Albany, and I'm not ready to let go."
His words hung heavy in the air, a tangible reminder of the transient nature of time and the bittersweet inevitability of change. Moved by his candid admission, I reached out, resting a comforting hand on his shoulder, wordlessly offering my solidarity in the face of uncertainty.

Sometimes, in moments like these, words were unnecessary, for the solace found in shared silence spoke volumes.
"I'm honestly just scared of what's to come, but then again, I'm excited, but I don't know, man, it's just a lot. And then, on top of that, I just found out I have a kid on the way," he said, laughter tinged with disbelief.


Seth's revelation caught me off guard; I had no idea he was even dating, let alone expecting a child! The ocean breeze swept over us, carrying the distant sound of seagulls and the salty tang of the sea. Seth stood beside me, his silhouette outlined against the golden hues of the setting sun, his face hidden behind dark sunglasses. It was strange to think that behind those lenses, he harbored worries and hopes unknown to us, his teammates. He had always been the rock of our team, the wise sage guiding us through the highs and lows of college life.

As Seth shared his news, I felt a mix of surprise, curiosity, and concern. How had he managed to keep such a significant part of his life hidden from us? Did Seth need our support now, more than ever, as he faced the daunting prospect of impending fatherhood? Questions swirled in my mind, but Seth's laughter and the weight of his words told me he wasn't looking for answers or sympathy.


"I wanted to ask Seth about his plans for the future, but he seemed lost in his thoughts, so I congratulated him on his impending parenthood, expressed my love and support, and left him to ponder his next steps in solitude. As I walked away, the fading sunlight cast long shadows across the sand, mirroring the uncertainty ahead for us all."



3 Hours Until the Performance



As I entered the lobby, Daymond's urgent stride toward me immediately seized my attention. His excitement was infectious as he shared the news of a Mortal Kombat showdown brewing in Taj's room, attracting participants from other teams. Without hesitation, we ascended the stairs, fueled by eager anticipation.

Upon reaching Taj's room, the door swung open to the pulsating beat of "One More Chance," enveloping us in its energetic rhythm. The air crackled with excitement, punctuated by the enthusiastic shouts of the players.


During the action, Taj was locked in a fierce battle with a triumphant Greendale cheerleader, the room ablaze with electric energy.


"Pass them sticks, bro!" the victorious Greendale cheerleader exclaimed, rising to his feet triumphantly.


Daymond, never one to pass up a challenge, seized the opportunity to playfully taunt Taj. "Taj, you're a scrub," he teased, swiftly snatching the controller. "Let a real gamer take over!"


Taj immediately began blaming the controller. "It's this damn Super Nintendo controller! Get a Sega and watch me whip all y'all asses!"


"Taj, my brother in Christ, it's the same layout on both consoles!" I chimed in, joining the laughter and camaraderie of the moment.



Seated beside a Tech cheerleader, I couldn't help but be drawn to the two gigantic national championship rings adorning his fingers, catching the dim light of the room. The urge to ask to hold them tugged at me, but Cuyler's voice echoed in my head, warning against tempting fate with another's prized possessions. I could already envision his disapproving scold, a mental image that sent a shiver down my spine.
The scene unfolding around us felt surreal. In this cramped hotel room, with the competition looming mere hours away, the atmosphere was unexpectedly relaxed, reminiscent of us hanging out on campus. Amidst the glow of the television screen and the sounds of button mashing, laughter and jokes flowed freely, creating an atmosphere of camaraderie among us all.
Yet, what truly struck me was the demeanor of the Tech cheerleaders. Despite their impressive achievements and esteemed status, they exuded remarkable humility and approachability, defying the larger-than-life personas I had imagined them to possess.


Kristine emerged from the bathroom, and our eyes met in a brief moment of connection. Her smile and wave were like a welcome embrace as she settled beside Daymond on his bed, who looked visibly defeated after his swift defeat at the hands of the Greendale cheerleader. Taj wasted no time in teasing him. "I thought a real one was getting on the sticks," he mocked, his playful jab eliciting a chuckle from the rest of us.
Daymond, never one to back down, fired back with a grin. "At least I lasted longer than your sorry ass, bro," he retorted, squeezing in between Kristine's legs as he spoke. I couldn't help but feel relieved to see Kristine looking well; we hadn't had a chance to catch up since our arrival in Daytona, but it seemed she and Daymond had resolved whatever had been bothering them.

Meanwhile, Jackie was engaged in an intense battle with the Greendale cheerleader, Taj, offering commentary from the sidelines. "Jack, all you're doing is that punk-ass leg sweep!" he pointed out as Jackie finally emerged victorious with an anticlimactic finish.
"Don't sit here and hate from the sideline!" Jackie fired back, a playful grin on her face.

Taj shrugged, his grin widening. "Ain't nobody hatin', miss. I'm just saying, switch it up a bit!"



This was a norm for Taj and Jackie. They'd always find any reason to argue, especially with them both being from the Midwest. Jackie is from Chicago, and Taj is from Missouri, and they would sit and compare everything from their state. The argument would just go back and forth with no resolution. It was just constant bickering like an old married couple about nothing. By the time they'd finished, the point of the conversation was lost among them.


"Yo, I have a question for you, Albany cheerleaders," started the Tech cheerleader I was next to. "What's up, bro?" Daymond answered as Kristine braided his hair, her legs intertwined with his.
"Is it true that y'all came up to our school and got into a scrap with those dickheads from West Val?" The mention of the incident sparked chatter among the people from other teams. Daymond smiled and stood up quickly, excited to recount the altercation.


As we joked back and forth, the energy in the room crackled with excitement. "You damn right we did, bro! Beat their whole asses. They ain't want it with us, fam!" Daymond exclaimed, his hand repeatedly pounding the bed in triumph. We all chimed in, airing our grievances about the entitled jerks from West Valley who strutted around like royalty, treating everyone else like peasants.

"It's about time someone put those rich bitches in their place!" one of the Tech cheerleaders remarked as he made his way out.

Miguel and Cuyler strolled in just then, catching us amid our raucous discussion. "So you guys are just having a big ass party without inviting anybody, huh?" Miguel quipped.


Taj, mid-swig from his water bottle, nearly choked as he burst out laughing. "Miguel, shut up right now. What the hell did you do to your hair?"

The room erupted in laughter, Miguel's outrageous hairstyle drawing everyone's attention. "All of you can go straight to hell! My hair looks amazing!" he protested.


"Yeah, buddy, keep telling ya self that!" Daymond retorted, chuckling to himself in disbelief.



As much as I wanted to stay and continue trading jabs with my friends, it was time to head back to my room and focus on preparing for the big show.













2 Hours Until the Performance



Arriving at my door, I paused momentarily before giving it two confident knocks.



"Addian or Ezra! I'm coming in! Please, for the love of God, be decent!" I called out, hoping to avoid any potential awkwardness.

Stepping into the room, I let out a sigh of relief to find it deserted. I cautiously peeked around the corner, half-expecting to stumble upon some private moment between my roommates. The mere thought sent a shiver down my spine.


Turning on the radio, I tuned into "I Only Wanna Be with You" by Hootie and the Blowfish, a tune Shawana had introduced me to months ago. Despite its country roots, the song had grown on me over time. As the music filled the room, I gathered my belongings and went to the bathroom for a much-needed shower.


The warm water cascaded over my skin, cocooning me in its comforting embrace. I closed my eyes, allowing the soothing sensation to wash away the day's tension. In my mind's eye, I

envisioned the upcoming competition with my team, the crowd's thunderous applause ringing in my ears. I pictured Erica's infectious smile, her presence filling me with confidence and joy.


"I only wanna be with you!" I sang along with Hootie, the lyrics mingling with the gentle rush of water. Singing in the shower makes me feel alive as if I could conquer the world. But as I reluctantly stepped out of the bathroom, reality crashed back in, reminding me of the challenges ahead.



I fumbled with the radio dial, desperately seeking a distraction. Smells Like Teen Spirit blared through the clock radio, instantly filling the room with grungy energy. Without thinking, I was jumping on the bed, air guitar in hand, belting the lyrics alongside Kurt Cobain.
"Here we are now; entertain us. I feel stupid and contagious! Here we are now; entertain us!"



The song's raw power had historically stirred something primal within me ever since I first heard it blaring from the speakers at a high school football game. Lost in the music, I threw myself around the room, the bed creaking beneath me.


Then, disaster struck. The door flew open with a resounding bang, and before I could react, Reagan, Ezra, Tiffany, and Shawna barged in. My heart lurched in my chest as I scrambled to grab the nearest thing—a measly ice bucket—to cover myself. But it was too late; they had seen everything.


The room fell silent, broken only by their laughter and the sound of my own mortified breathing. Goosebumps prickled along my skin as an embarrassment swept over me, leaving me humiliated, exposed, and utterly foolish.

“Could you please close the door? And cover your eyes so I can get my towel out of the bathroom!” I begged frankly to get my towel from the bathroom.


As I ran past them with the ice bucket still in place, one of them slapped me on the ass. I quickly turned around to see who had done it, but they all still had their eyes covered. So I finally got myself together and put on my cheer pants.

I didn’t know what to say about what they walked in on, so I laughed off the embarrassment and sat on my bed. The five of us sat talking about how we were chomping to get out there and kick some ass. The five of them were coming back from spending time at the bandshell to watch some of their friends perform.
"Being in that crowd and watching people I was in college with and cheered with in high school," Shawana took a deep breath, "makes me so fuckin' excited to get out there today!"
Ezra talked about how seeing the bandshell up close and live makes him want to work harder over the summer to be what Coach is looking for so he can be out there competing.
"Could you please close the door? And cover your eyes so I can grab my towel from the bathroom?" I pleaded urgently, hoping to salvage some dignity.


As I darted past them, the ice bucket still precariously in place, someone smacked me on the ass. I whirled around, but they all kept their eyes covered, doubling over with laughter. I shook my head in disbelief, quickly retreating to the safety of my cheer pants.


With a nervous laugh, I settled onto my bed, unsure how to address the elephant in the room. The five of us sat, chatting animatedly about the upcoming competition and our excitement to hit the mat.

"Being in that crowd and watching people I went to college with, people I cheered alongside in high school," Shawana paused, a gleam of anticipation in her eyes, "it just gets me so damn pumped for today!"

"Reagan couldn't contain her excitement as she reminisced about her dad's upcoming visit to support her. She recalled her brief stint as a wrestler, a sport her dad had always hoped she'd excel in. 'He was my coach for that one season,' she explained with a wry grin, 'but wrestling just wasn't my thing. It was fun, sure, but it wasn't where my heart lay.'
Then, with a twinkle in her eye, Reagan's tone shifted, brimming with enthusiasm. 'But then came that summer,' she continued, her voice animated with nostalgia. 'I showed my sister footage from my State diving meet, and something clicked. Next thing I knew, I was at her cheer practice, and bam—I fell head over heels for cheer.' She chuckled at the memory, her laughter infectious.
'You know, that first basket toss? Epic! Even if I did pee myself a little,' she admitted with a playful grin. 'Now, as my sister gears up for her third national title, it's my turn to shine. I can't wait to dive in and make my mark.'"


Ezra chimed in, sharing his determination to impress Coach next year during mat tryouts after witnessing the electrifying energy of the Bandshell performances.


"Well, buddy, you might not have helped the whole team," Reagan said, patting him on the back, "but you sure did help Addian quite a bit."


"Reagan!" Ezra shrieked, his eyes almost bulging out of his head. "You weren't supposed to tell anyone!"

I started to laugh so hard that I began coughing, tears running down my face. I couldn't believe Reagan just outed Ezra's hookup with Addian like that.


"Codi, I know you aren't laughing," Tiffany said, coming to the defense of her best friend. "You were in here naked and looking to join them for round two! And Shawn, don't act like you didn't get a random guy's number just before we came up here and promised to 'save him a dance' tonight if he placed in the top three, and you dress like Cher from Clueless."

My face shrank; one thing about Tiffany was that she would always defend Reagan no matter what and was firing shots all over the room. Shawana was at a loss for words for the first time since I met her. Reagan sat back and laughed as Tiffany continued to fry us up. I desperately wanted to fire back but realized I knew nothing about Tiffany. She always kept whatever she was doing close to the vest, but one person who did know her was Ezra. When he came out of the shower, towel wrapped around his waist and head, he jumped all over Tif.


"Bitch, why is your old duck mouth so loud? I couldn't hear myself think in there!" he said, poking his stomach out as he looked into the mirror.


Tiffany's eyes widened. "I don't know why you needed to hear yourself think. The only thing you would have heard in that head of yours is crickets chirping!"


Ezra's jaw dropped, and Shawana, Reagan, and I sat back and watched the fireworks. The two brought up everything from their mamas to Ezra, who was not making the mat, and Tiffany, who had to attend AA in high school. I honestly didn't know these two went to high school together.

As the banter continued, I couldn't help but chuckle at the absurdity of it all. It was like watching a sitcom unfold right before me, with Ezra and Tiffany as the mismatched comedy duo. Their playful jabs and hilarious replies created a sense of belonging in the room, reminding me once again why I cherished moments like these with my friends.

With a grin, I leaned back, enjoying the spectacle as it unfolded, knowing that no matter how wild things got, we always had each other's backs.













1 Hour Until the Performance



Navigating through the scorching sun, each step felt like a trial, the heat clinging to us relentlessly. The air buzzed with excitement and apprehension as we went to the field. Sweat beaded on our foreheads, a testament to the unforgiving weather.

As we reached the field, a vibrant tapestry of colors greeted us – teams from far and wide converging in a kaleidoscope of uniforms and energy. Laughter and chatter filled the air, intermingling with the occasional nervous whisper.


Taking in the scene, I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe. This was the culmination of months of hard work and dedication leading up to this moment. But amidst the excitement, there was an undercurrent of tension, a silent acknowledgment of the challenge ahead.


In the distance, a disturbance caught my eye. The team from Mississippi Southview University struggled with their routine, their frustration palpable. It was a chaotic scene, unfolding like a drama before our eyes. But when one of their members stumbled, the mood shifted, casting a somber shadow over the festivities.

Navigating through the scorching sun, each step felt like a trial, the heat clinging to us with relentless fervor. The air buzzed with excitement and apprehension as we made our way to the field. Sweat beaded on our foreheads, a testament to the unforgiving weather. As we reached the field, a vibrant tapestry of colors greeted us – teams from far and wide converging in a kaleidoscope of uniforms and energy. Laughter and chatter filled the air, intermingling with the occasional nervous whisper.

Taking in the scene, I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe. This culminated from months of hard work and dedication leading up to this moment. But amidst the excitement, there was an undercurrent of tension, a silent acknowledgment of the challenge ahead. In the distance, a disturbance caught my eye. Mississippi Southview University's team struggled with their routine, and their frustration was evident. It was a chaotic scene, unfolding like a drama before our eyes. But when one of their members stumbled, the mood shifted, casting a somber shadow over the festivities.


The surrounding teams, including us, encouraged them and showed as much support as possible. In contrast, others mocked them, including West Valley. No matter how hard we tried, the Cowboys continued to struggle. The fact that other cheer teams rallied behind them was pretty dope. The love and respect among cheerleaders is something I have never witnessed outside the sport! We clapped for them when the Cowboys finished, offering encouragement and wishing them luck on the bandshell. However, beneath the surface, I couldn't shake the feeling of foreboding.


As we began our run-throughs, Coach's authoritative voice cut through the humid air, punctuated by the rhythmic chomping of his fresh stick of Juicy Fruit gum. "All right, now get set out there," he ordered. "We have 20 minutes until we have to head in, so no wasted motions."

No cloud was in sight to relieve the Florida heat, and the sun beat down on us without mercy.

My body was dripping in sweat before I could even begin to move. Silvia slipped right out of my hands after every stunt I attempted with her, causing me to drop her. In the sweltering heat, my frustration boiled over, and I wasn't the only one struggling from the looks of things. The calf in Silvia's leg looked like it was going to burst when she got a leg cramp so bad. And the tension between us all grew as the team's morale plummeted.

"You're fucking loose, bro; what the hell are you doing?" roared Daymond as he put Veronica back on the ground.


"Don't you fucking start with me!" Veronica shouted back, poking her finger into his chest. "You're the one giving me shit grips!"


The atmosphere grew increasingly tense as the heat and pressure mounted, threatening to boil over at any moment. And as we prepared for our routine, the weight of the competition bore down on us like the scorching Florida sun, relentless and unforgiving.




As tensions mounted under the scorching Florida sun, our team seemed to unravel before my eyes. Frustration and heat combined to fray our nerves, and the air crackled with the electricity of impending conflict. Arguments erupted like wildfire, each igniting the next in a destructive chain reaction. Fingers pointed, voices rose, and accusations flew, shattering the camaraderie we had built through months of hard work and sacrifice.

Veronica and Daymond, usually pillars of strength, were locked in a tense standoff, their tempers flaring like wildfires in the oppressive heat. Keith, sensing the imminent explosion, bravely stepped between them, trying in vain to diffuse the escalating tension. Meanwhile, our alternates, valiantly attempting to steer us back on course, found themselves powerless against the rising tide of discord.


Enough was enough. Coach's voice, thunderous and commanding, sliced through the chaos like a knife. "Get over here, right now!" His tone brooked no argument, his frustration evident as we hurried to obey his summons.


As we gathered around him, forming a makeshift horseshoe, Coach's glare bore into us, his every word laden with disappointment and urgency. "I won't repeat myself," he growled; his patience had worn thin. "We didn't come all this way to fall apart now. Get your heads in the game, or we might as well pack up and go home."


Silvia, nursing a cramp with a banana and pickle juice, joined the circle, her determination undimmed despite the setback. The rest of us took a knee, the gravity of the situation weighing heavy on our shoulders. A glimmer of determination flickered amidst the stifling heat, the chaos and frustration. We couldn't afford to be torn apart now, not when victory lay within reach.


Navigating through the scorching sun, each step felt like a trial, the heat clinging to us with relentless fervor. The air buzzed with excitement and apprehension as we made our way to the field. Sweat beaded on our foreheads, a testament to the unforgiving weather. As we reached the field, a vibrant tapestry of colors greeted us – teams from far and wide converging in a kaleidoscope of uniforms and energy. Laughter and chatter filled the air, intermingling with the occasional nervous

whisper. Taking in the scene, I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe – this culminated months of hard work and dedication leading up to this moment. But amidst the excitement, there was an undercurrent of tension, a silent acknowledgment of the challenge ahead.


In the distance, a disturbance caught my eye. Mississippi Southview University's team struggled with their routine, and their frustration was evident. It was a chaotic scene, unfolding like a drama before our eyes. But when one of their members stumbled, the mood shifted, casting a somber shadow over the festivities.


The surrounding teams, including ours, showed as much support as possible, while others mocked them, including West Valley. No matter how hard we tried, the Cowboys continued to struggle. The fact that other cheer teams rallied behind them was pretty dope. The love and respect among cheerleaders is something I have never witnessed outside the sport! We clapped for them when the Cowboys finished and wished them luck on the bandshell. We then began our run-throughs.


"All right, now get set out there," Coach ordered while chomping down on a fresh stick of Juicy Fruit gum. "We have 20 minutes until we have to head in, so no wasted motions."


No cloud was in sight to relieve the Florida heat, and the sun beat down on us without mercy.

My body was dripping in sweat before I could begin doing anything. Silvia slipped right out of my hands after every stunt I tried with her, causing me to drop her. In the sweltering heat, my frustration boiled over, and from the looks of things, I wasn't the only one losing the battle to the heat. The calf in Silvia's leg looked like it was going to burst when she got a leg cramp so bad. And the tension between us all grew as the team's morale spiraled downward.

"You're fucking loose, bro; what the hell are you doing?" roared Daymond as he put Veronica back on the ground.


"Don't you fucking start with me!" Veronica shouted back as she poked her finger into his chest. "You're the one giving me shit grips!"


As tensions mounted under the scorching Florida sun, our team seemed to unravel before my eyes. Frustration and heat combined to fray our nerves, and the air crackled with the electricity of impending conflict. Arguments erupted like wildfire, each igniting the next in a destructive chain reaction. Fingers pointed, voices rose, and accusations flew, shattering the camaraderie we had built through months of hard work and sacrifice.


Veronica and Daymond, usually pillars of strength, were locked in a tense standoff, their tempers flaring like wildfires in the oppressive heat. Keith, sensing the imminent explosion, bravely stepped between them, trying in vain to diffuse the escalating tension. Meanwhile, our alternates, valiantly attempting to steer us back on course, found themselves powerless against the rising tide of discord.


Enough was enough. Coach's voice, thunderous and commanding, sliced through the chaos like a knife. "Get over here, right now!" His tone brooked no argument, and we could feel his frustration as we hurried to obey his summons.

As we gathered around him, forming a makeshift horseshoe, Coach's glare bore into us, his every word laden with disappointment and urgency. "I won't say it again," he growled, his patience wearing thin. "We didn't come all this way to fall apart now. Get your heads in the game, or we might as well pack up and go home."


Silvia, nursing a cramp with a banana and pickle juice, joined the circle, her determination undimmed despite the setback. The rest of us took a knee, the gravity of the situation weighing heavy on our shoulders. A glimmer of determination flickered amidst the stifling heat, the chaos and frustration. We couldn't afford to be torn apart now, not when victory lay within reach.

The vein slowly stopped throbbing as Coach stood there with his dark sunglasses on. He kept chewing his gum and saying nothing. It started to get weird, and then he smiled. It was one of the most bizarre things I've ever seen him do. Silvia and Taj said, "What the hell?" under their breaths.
Coach said, "Pressure creates diamonds, or you crumble under it." He took off his glasses and looked around at us. "And I can't make that decision for you all. It's up to you all to come together and decide for yourselves."


We all looked at each other, not knowing what to do. Then, after some silence, Tristen asked if he could say something and went to the middle of the horseshoes.


"I'm not good at this speaking thing, but I wish I could be out there with you all. I know this heat is a bitch, and it's something we aren't used to dealing with. As a team, I realize we have put much pressure on Ourselves to head back to Albany as national champions. But man, I don't know. Time is the one thing in life we will never get back, and we will never have another opportunity to do something like this together. We have something special among us all; you feel it. I think it, and even Coach does. Let's not waste this moment because we'll never get it back. As a whole, I'm fortunate to call you all my family."

He stopped talking, and a tear or sweat fell from his face. I couldn't tell. His words mean a lot, and I know he struggled to do what he just did. Seth came up to him and hugged him, along with the rest of us. We realized it was too hot to be all up on one another like that. Seth quickly pulled away and said, "Whoa! It's way too hot to be this close! Let's keep our distance and give air hugs instead!" We all laughed and refocused on making the most out of our remaining time.

As we cheered each other on, Coach gathered us up and made us perform our stunts individually. To start things off, Curtis and Paige entered the gauntlet first.


"Let's go, Scoop Nasty. Start us off right!" Keith hollered, clapping his bear-like hands together.



Curtis and Paige always looked phenomenal, stunting together, like poetry in motion. Our team felt like it had caught its second wind, ready to perform to its highest level in Florida and leave as the best.


After Curtis finished, he shouted, "Boom Bitch!" and dapped up Miguel as he made his way to the middle. "That's how you do that shit!" Daymond said while jumping up and down in excitement. We all started barking and doing the Arsenio Hall Woot Woot gesture. In times of low morale on the team, Daymond, Jackie, and Seth create an alter ego for them where we are the dog pound instead of the Knights.


Whenever the team gives a Woot Woot, it means we are bringing out that dog in us and banding together to do whatever it takes to conquer whatever is in our way. It was our rally cry. We all felt invincible when the dog pound was in full effect. We had each other's backs and were ready to

take on any challenge. With the dog pound behind us, we could do anything. One group after another entered the circle and crushed their stunts. While using one crutch for balance and one in the air, Aubrey gave the loudest WOOTS of us all! It was a fantastic sight to behold. In the last few minutes of our warmup, we cheered each other on to finish strong. I can hardly believe we were at each other's throats only 10 minutes earlier.


Finally, it was time to head to the warm-up room. I turned on my CD player and played Coolio's "Gangster's Paradise." It always sent chills up my spine at the beginning. The song's strong beat and Coolio rapping his ass off would set the tone for my mindset going into whatever I was doing. It helps me to get in the zone and focus on what I need to do. It also helps calm my nerves and gives me the confidence to perform my best.


"I'm an educated fool with money on my mind! The song continued to ring in my headphones as we walked. My team and I were ready. My team was ready, and so was I. As we approached the door of the building warm ups were being held in, the cold crisp air smacked us right in the face, saving us from further sun exposure. With our minds set and determination high, we opened the door and stepped into the challenge ahead

















30 Minutes Until the Performance



In the pulsating warmth of the gym, the air thrummed with the infectious beat of the music, suffusing the space with an electric energy that seemed to vibrate through my veins. Teams buzzed around, their movements a flurry of activity as they made last-minute adjustments and practiced routines with evident enthusiasm. It was a spectacle unlike any other, a cacophony of sound and motion that swept me up in its whirlwind.
Amidst the frenzy, my mind wandered, seeking solace in the chaos. I longed for a glimpse of Erica, a fleeting moment of connection in the sea of faces and fervor. But she was elsewhere, lost in the rhythm of her own performance, and I couldn't help but feel a pang of regret for not seizing the opportunity to ask when she would take the stage.
"Hey, Blood, you look like you're in another world," Keith's voice broke through my reverie, drawing me back to the present with a jolt. I chuckled sheepishly, realizing I had drifted away from the team, lost in the labyrinth of my thoughts. "Yeah, just trying to clear my head," I replied, though the moment's weight hung heavy around me.

Coach's call to regroup pulled us back together, and Ezra and Kristine guided us back into the fold. As we gathered, I couldn't shake the sense of anticipation coursing through my veins, a heady mixture of nerves and excitement that left me tingling with anticipation. The moment was charged with possibility, each heartbeat a drumbeat echoing the rhythm of our shared determination.


Taking a deep breath, I sank onto the cold concrete floor, feeling its chill seep through my uniform and sending shivers down my spine. The air was heavy with the heady scent of hairspray and sweat, mingling with the pulsating beat of the music that throbbed through the speakers like a heartbeat. Every corner of the gym seemed to vibrate with anticipation, amplifying the chaos around me.



Amidst it all, I recalled Coach's words about being present in the moment but not letting it control you. Yet, as I sat there, I couldn't shake the feeling of being engulfed by everything—the sights, the sounds, the palpable tension in the air. Tears threatened to spill from my eyes, a testament to the mounting pressure I felt. Despite months of training, the moment's weight bore down on my shoulders like a heavy burden.



"Codi! Codi! Get up, it's our turn!"




Startled, I was jolted back to the present by Kristine's urgent voice cutting through the cacophony. With her help, I scrambled to gather my belongings and hastily rejoined my team.

Clutching my jump rope tightly, I hoped the rhythmic motion would help steady my nerves. However, the adrenaline coursing through my veins refused to be subdued.



A sense of unity surged as we regrouped, our shared determination apparent. Moment by moment, this bond seemed to strengthen, infusing us with a newfound resolve. Tristen's words echoed in my mind, fueling my determination despite the overwhelming atmosphere. Yet, beneath the surface, a gnawing sense of apprehension threatened to consume me.



As we stretched and tumbled, I was acutely aware of every muscle fiber stretching and straining, the sound of my own breath echoing in my ears. Shawna's hand on mine before our tumbling pass provided a fleeting moment of reassurance amidst the chaos. Our ritualistic
double-cheek kiss brought a bittersweet smile to my lips, a reminder of the camaraderie and support we shared as a team.



"Alright, folks, it's showtime!" Coach's voice sliced through the gym's buzz of excitement. "We're going fat boy full out to start – stunts, jumps, dance, pyramid – the works! And hey, if you're feeling up to it, throw in your tumbling too, but no pressure!"
As the team lined up, anticipation crackled in the air like static electricity. My heart pounded in my chest, a mix of nerves and adrenaline fueling me. Silvia, always superstitious before a performance, went through her routine: double knotting her shoes, three squats, and a silent prayer. Seeing my trembling hands, she glanced at me and flashed a reassuring smile as she took them in

hers. Standing on her tip-toes, Silvia whispered in my ear, "I trust you, and I love you." With a smile, I embraced her.
Amidst the chaos and excitement, doubts crept into my mind. Were we really ready for this moment? Months of hard work and preparation had led to this, but now, doubts clouded my thoughts. Yet, looking around at my teammates, I saw their determination and support, lifting my spirits. We were in this together, ready to give it our all.
With a deep breath, I focused on the task ahead, blocking out the distractions. The music started, and as we launched into our routine, a surge of energy pulsed through me. This was our moment, and we were ready to seize it.
With the music pulsating through the air, I decided to go all out in the routine. The adrenaline rush was exhilarating as I executed each move. I felt the satisfying thud of my tumbling, landing solidly on the mat. The energy coursing through my body intensified as I leaped into my jumps, the anticipation building with each movement.
However, as I embarked on my first stunt with Silvia, the excitement turned to frustration when I lost my grip, causing her to slip from my grasp. Coach's words of encouragement brought me back to focus, but the mistake lingered in my mind as we moved to the next section.
The downhill slide continued as I struggled through the routine. Despite my efforts, mistakes seemed to multiply. When I missed Reagan's feet during a stunt, a sense of dread washed over me, overshadowing the final dance.
Feeling numb and defeated, I battled the urge to give in to tears and frustration. The weight of disappointment settled heavily on my chest, knowing that my errors could cost us at Nationals. It was a crushing feeling that made me want to flee the practice mat.

Amidst the turmoil, Miguel's gesture caught my attention. He approached me with a determined look, pointing to his chest with a silent reassurance that spoke volumes. "Show us your heart, Brother," he pounded his chest repeatedly. "Show me your fucking heart!"

I nodded, understanding the intensity behind his words. Miguel's passion and desperation were palpable, a reflection of his unwavering commitment to our team's success. He believed in me, urging me to dig deep and unleash the same fire burning within him. And as he stood there, unwavering in his resolve, I knew he was right. I had to give it my all and never back down.


The team circled around me, Miguel at the center, his presence commanding. Cuyler's raspy voice cut through the air, his words resonating with a sense of unity and support. "Keep it tight, Brother! We've got each other's backs," he declared, punctuating his statement with a firm slap on my back that caught me off guard.


Coach, his gray polo shirt soaked with sweat, locked eyes with me, his gaze unwavering. "Do you have the skill or not?" he demanded.


Without hesitation, I responded, "Yes, sir!"



"Then show me," Coach commanded, his voice firm and resolute.



As the music resumed, a surge of determination coursed through my veins. The thumping bass reverberated in my chest, matching the rhythm of my racing heart. With each count from the

team, I propelled Silvia into the air, the whoosh of her movement cutting through the air. The cheers from my teammates fueled my confidence as I moved through the routine with renewed vigor.


When Reagan approached for our final stunt, her gaze met mine, and I felt a surge of reassurance. Together, we executed the maneuver flawlessly, the adrenaline rush drowning out the noise around us. The final dance was electrifying, filled with a newfound energy that propelled us forward.

As the music faded, Paige initiated a passionate AFCF chant reverberating through the gym. "A! F! C! F! A! F! C! F! A! F! C! F!" we chanted in unison as we exited the building. It was time for the Knights to storm the castle, united in our determination to conquer whatever lay ahead.













10 minutes Until the Performance




As we neared the venue, the electrifying roar of the crowd sent shivers down my spine. Anticipation coursed through me, elongating the journey with each step. When the announcer declared, "Your music is on!" it echoed like a symphony, surpassing even the recordings I had rehearsed. The atmosphere crackled with excitement, amplifying every emotion and heartbeat as if the air was charged with energy. The music pulsated through me, a visceral experience that lifted me to new heights of exhilaration.

Behind the castle, we gathered, tension palpable in the air. Coach's words reverberated, "Do you have the skill?" Doubts gnawed at me as I observed the meticulous preparations of other teams. The proximity of the Bandshell stage only heightened my apprehension. Amidst swirling thoughts of success and failure, I grappled with the weight of expectations. The stakes loomed large, demanding nothing short of excellence. Yet, despite my efforts to bolster my confidence, self-doubt crept in, undermining my resolve. Fear of failure loomed large, casting a shadow over my every thought.

A tempest of emotions brewed within me, threatening to overwhelm me. Knots tightened in my stomach, tears threatened to spill, and the pressure became unbearable. Desperately, I attempted to regain control, focusing on my breath, but it only seemed to exacerbate the turmoil within.

"Are you alright, buddy?"

The concern in Cuyler and Rio's voices broke through my turmoil. With their support, I found the strength to stand once more. Tears wiped away, and I nodded, grateful for their reassuring presence. "We've got your back," Rio affirmed in his words, a lifeline amidst the storm. With Cuyler's arm around me, we moved forward together, a united front against the tide of doubt and fear.






As the weight of my emotions threatened to suffocate me, I blurted out, "I don't know, man, my mind is straight buggin'!" Shame and frustration mingled within me, igniting a desire to flee. Yet, I remained rooted in place, knowing nowhere else to turn. This torrent of unfamiliar feelings left me adrift, unsure of how to navigate the storm raging within.
Around us, the backstage bustled with activity, the air thick with a medley of nervous energy and excitement. The distant echo of cheers and music from the competition floor underscored the moment's gravity, amplifying the pressure bearing down on me.
Rio and Cuyler's reassuring presence offered a lifeline of solace in my turmoil. Their unwavering support provided a much-needed anchor in the sea of uncertainty. Burdened by the relentless pressure to perform flawlessly and uphold my team's expectations, I had forgotten that I was not alone in this endeavor.
"I'm scared too, man," Cuyler's admission cut through the tension like a beacon of solidarity. His vulnerability surprised me, challenging the perception of him as the epitome of confidence and composure in all situations.

"You're not just saying that to put me at ease, right?" I questioned, seeking reassurance amidst the chaos of my thoughts.
Cuyler's solemn shake of the head dispelled doubts, his candid revelation of pre-performance jitters serving as a testament to our shared humanity. Knowing that even the indomitable Big Wool wrestled with insecurities was oddly comforting, a reminder that vulnerability was not synonymous with weakness.
Rio's voice, filled with genuine affection and gratitude, broke through the turmoil, weaving a tapestry of unexpected warmth and understanding. His words of pride and admiration, tinged with vulnerability, washed over me like a soothing balm, dispelling the shadows of doubt and
self-criticism.

"You know, Codi," Rio began, his sincerity palpable, "I'm proud to have you as my little. Despite my initial doubts, you've pushed me to excel as a cheerleader and a person. Your impact extends far beyond the mat, shaping me into a better version of myself."
In that moment, surrounded by the unwavering support of my teammates, I found strength amidst vulnerability and resilience amidst doubt. Together, we stood on the precipice of uncertainty, bound by the unbreakable bonds of camaraderie and shared purpose. And as we faced the challenges ahead, I knew that we would conquer them together no matter what. With newfound determination burning within me, I took a deep breath, ready to step onto the competition floor and give it my all, fortified by the unwavering support of my team.
Rio's words struck me hard, a powerful reminder of the unwavering support surrounding me.

In a rush of emotion, I jumped up and enveloped him in a tight hug, grateful for his comforting presence. Rio had always been a beacon of strength within our team, and his resilience and infectious

energy served as a source of inspiration for us all. Regardless of his obstacles, he always managed to dig deep and offer unwavering support to those around him. His vibrant personality and fun-loving nature encouraged us to match his energy, spurring us to greater heights.


After finding solace in the embrace of my friends, I sought a moment of peace by the shore. The rhythmic crash of waves against the sandy beach provided a soothing backdrop as I closed my eyes, allowing the gentle breeze to wash over me. Despite the occasional sting of sand against my skin, I welcomed the sensation, finding solace in the simplicity of the moment.
"Beautiful, isn't it?"



Coach's voice broke the silence; his presence beside me was comforting. His ability to appear silently, as if by telepathy, was a testament to the deep connection we shared as a team. In his quiet presence, we found understanding and reassurance, even without the need for words.
At that moment, a sudden realization dawned upon me: we were all like X-Men, each possessing unique gifts and talents. And Coach, with his keen insight and unwavering guidance, was our Professor Xavier, bringing us together to form a formidable team. He understood us on a level beyond words, forging bonds that transcended mere camaraderie. Under his leadership, our individual strengths were united for a greater purpose, transforming us into a force to be reckoned with.
A smile tugged at my lips as I pondered my place within our makeshift X-Men team. Perhaps I was akin to Nightcrawler, navigating the shadows with agility and grace, ready to leap into action when needed. However, a lingering wish danced in the corners of my mind—I yearned for the unwavering confidence of Cyclops, ready to lead the charge into the battles that lay ahead.

As Coach's words echoed in my mind, I felt a surge of determination coursing through my veins. The weight of his encouragement lifted the lingering doubts that had plagued me, replaced by a newfound sense of purpose. The air around us seemed charged with anticipation, and each breath tinged with the promise of what was to come.

I glanced over at our team, their faces illuminated by a mixture of excitement and nerves. The sound of stretching and chatter filled the air, a symphony of preparation as we readied ourselves for the challenge ahead. With each stretch, each word of encouragement exchanged between teammates, the bond that united us grew stronger, a tangible force that fortified our resolve.


Suddenly, amidst the hustle and bustle, a commotion erupted from the direction of the West Valley cheerleaders. Their voices, sharp with anger and frustration, cut through the air like a knife, drawing our attention like a magnet. As we turned to look, we witnessed a scene of discord and chaos unfolding before us.


One of the West Valley cheerleaders, her face contorted with rage, pointed an accusatory finger at Addian, her words dripping with venom. Addian's expression shifted from surprise to defiance as she faced the confrontation head-on, her stance unwavering despite the hostility directed toward her.


Without hesitation, our teammates rallied around Addian, their solidarity a powerful testament to the strength of our bond. Keith, Taj, Shawna, Veronica—each one stood tall, a pillar of support in the face of adversity. Together, we formed a united front, ready to defend one another against whatever challenges came our way.

At that moment, amidst the chaos and tension, I couldn't help but feel a swell of pride in our team. We were more than just athletes performing routines; we were a family, bound together by shared experiences and unwavering support. And as we faced the challenges ahead, I knew that together, we were capable of overcoming anything that stood in our way.

As the tension eased with the departure of the West Valley cheerleader, laughter filled the air, a comforting reminder of the camaraderie that bound us together. At that moment, amidst the shared chuckles and playful banter, I couldn't help but feel a swell of emotion. It wasn't just the laughter that resonated with me—the unmistakable sense of unity permeated the atmosphere, a tangible reminder of the strength we found in each other.


Glancing around at my teammates, I couldn't help but smile at the diverse tapestry of personalities that comprised our group. From our flyers' quiet determination to our bases' boisterous energy, each member brought their unique strengths to the table. It was in our differences that our greatest strength lay, a mosaic of talents and perspectives woven together to form the fabric of our team.


At that moment, I reflected on the bonds that held us together. We weren't just teammates but friends, confidants, and supporters, bound by a common passion and a shared journey. Through countless practices, victories, and setbacks, we forged a connection that ran deeper than mere camaraderie. We were a family united by a shared dream and an unshakeable belief in each other.


As laughter mingled with the fading echoes of the confrontation, I caught sight of Ezra and Keith sharing a knowing glance—a silent acknowledgment of the unbreakable bond that existed between us. When the instructor announced our upcoming performance, a surge of anticipation swept

through the group. We stood ready to take on the challenge ahead, fueled by the strength of our unity and the unwavering support of our teammates.


With hearts full of resolve and spirits ablaze with determination, we moved forward as one, ready to conquer whatever the competition had in store for us. As we stepped into the spotlight, I felt a sense of pride swell within me—pride not just in our individual talents but in the collective strength of our team. Together, there was nothing we couldn't achieve.

Showtime



[bookmark: _GoBack]Hand in hand, we circled Coach one last time, a silent affirmation of our unity and determination. As I closed my eyes, I could feel the water as we ran into it after the first-place announcement.
"Now I know for all of us, this stage is new, the venue is new, and the place is brand new," Coach began. Those people have no idea who you are, what we are about, and most importantly, what all we have gone through just to get where we are right now. But at the moment, none of this matters. Why? It is because WE know who we are! It is because WE know where we are coming from!
"WOOT! WOOT! WOOT!" We all started chanting.

"Most importantly," Coach added, there are now nine mats available for you to tell your story! Coach smiled as he looked around at us and spoke. Regardless of the National title, the venue, the teams we are competing against, or the crowd, you've always had nine mats to tell your story." I want to ask all of you: How will you take this message to the world?"

The speech moved us all, and Coach hugged us all. It became apparent how significant this moment was for all of us going out there and for him. Tristen, Keith, Aubrey, Ezra, and Kristine wished us luck before heading off with Coach.
As he dapped me up, Keith said, "Go out there and do your thing, blood!"

"I love you, Codi. I'm so proud of you!" Kristine said as she hugged me tightly.

The stairs behind the main stage were our next destination. Curtis led us in a team prayer, and once the team ahead of us finished their routine, the crowd roared. The crowd's energy pulsated through us all behind the stage. The time had come for us to make our entrance.
"Alright, Albany, get ready!" the instructor told us while holding the curtain open.

We all exchanged our "I love yous" and hugs, then grabbed one another's hands again.

"Next up, from Albany, Oregon, THE KNIGHTS OF ALBANY COMMUNITY COLLEGE!"

We stepped out onto the mat, and the crowd erupted. I felt an adrenaline rush as I looked out and saw thousands of people cheering for us. We had done it—we were now performing in front of an enormous crowd.
As I hugged Shawana tightly and kissed her on the cheek, she whispered, "I love you, buddy." After kissing Paige on the forehead, Miguel rubbed his hands on the mat before every performance. The fist bump greeted him as he stood up.
"This is your moment, kid!" he said over the roaring crowd as he tied the headband featuring our AFCF letters.
Cuyler gave me a big bear hug and kiss on the cheek. His beard made my face itch a bit.

Finally, Curtis and I exchanged our gentleman's handshake before I stood behind Silvia. She reached back and squeezed my hands as we finally got set. The wind grew still, and the crowd fell silent. Thousands of people stood in front of us, waiting to see what the team out of Albany, Oregon, was getting ready to show them. As we waited for our music, the butterflies inside fluttered.
"Albany Knights, Your music. Is. On!" 
