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ONE ON ONE

Chapter One


“Two points, Cassie Miller!”


I gave an imaginary fist pump as I sprinted down the court.  This was it.  The game I’d been waiting for.  I finally had the chance to show my stuff and I was lighting it up.  It was about time!    


We were still down, but the game wasn’t over yet.  Forty-nine to fifty-four.  A minute thirty left to play.  We needed six to win, five for an overtime.  I wanted the win now.  Why make it harder on them?       


Wampatuck, our deadly arch-rivals, took the ball out.  Kelly hopped up and down in front of their girl in a way that would 

have been totally humiliating if we weren’t on the court.  Don’t tell her I said this, but she looked like a demented butterfly as she tried to keep them from getting the ball in.


“Dee-fense, dee-fense,” the crowd chanted.  Not that it was a sell-out crowd or anything.  I mean, girls’ basketball gets about as much attention as this sport I saw on the Olympics once.  It was called curling, but it looked more like broom bowling.  I mean seriously, who thought up that one?  Hoops is a real sport.  


Even though the crowd wasn’t breaking any records, everyone was pretty into it, screaming and clapping.  We’d come back from a major deficit early in the game.  Wampatuck was good.  A super team of tall blondes with bouncing ponytails.  If I could help beat them, maybe my team would finally get over me being just a freshman.  The way they’d been acting since I got pulled up, I felt so invisible I should have super powers.    


Wampatuck got the ball in bounds past Kelly, and threw it around, trying to kill the clock.  My girl got the ball.  At least six feet tall, with shoulders like a football player, Blondezilla made my five-ten seem petite.  I threw my hands up, getting in her face.  She passed it off and sneered at me.  Scary?  Oh, yeah.  That mouth guard made her look like a boxer had popped her in the mouth.  But intimidating?  I don’t think so.


Good thing I didn’t have to look at myself in the mirror while I was playing.  Now that would be scary.  I could feel the sweat on my face, and not in that dewy, glowing way they showed in magazines.  I’d pulled my brown hair into a ponytail but the curls had snaked free to bounce around my face.  I’d given up trying to straighten it since the ironing incident in sixth grade.  Can you say fried frizz ball? 


They took a shot right before the thirty second shot clock buzzed, and missed from the outside.  We got the rebound.  I raced to the other end of the court.  I was clear under the basket and clapped my hands to show I was open.  Samantha Shepard, our senior captain, saw me, but got a sudden case of hun-blindness – as in hungry to do it alone.  She tried to go in herself, but got shut down and had to dish it off.  


“Come on,” I mumbled through my mouth guard.  All right.  I’ll admit it.  I can be a hun too.  But it doesn’t matter if you make the shot.  I fell back and finally got my hands on the ball. 


They were playing zone and Blondezilla tried to get back.  Too late.  I took the shot.  Square up, shoot, follow through.  And swish.  


“Cassieeeee Millllleer for Threeeee,” Mr. Jeffries, the athletic director, announced dramatically into the loudspeaker. 


He’d tried calling me Cassandra when the season first started a few months ago, but it didn’t have the right flow.  I’m glad to report he’s gotten the hang of it since then.  I’m hoping he gets a lot more practice the rest of the year.


Three points down.  Three points.  We could do this.


One of their players freaked under the pressure and fouled Jessica.  The ref blew the whistle.  Two shots.      


Lining up around the basket, I sucked in air, trying to control my breathing.  If Coach saw us panting, it would mean extra suicides for a month.  They hadn’t named the drill after death for nothing.  Plus, I wasn’t about to give her a reason to sub me.  She’d played me more today than any game the whole season, and I’d made sure to take advantage.  Twenty-three points so far (not that I was counting).  I wasn’t about to quit now.


I stopped myself from checking the stands.  He’d be there.  He said he’d be there.  


I looked at the clock instead.  Fifty-four seconds to go.  Time to get serious. 


“Relax,” Coach called.  “Take your time.”


Yeah, right.  Easy to say from the sidelines.


Jessica was our best foul shooter, but I knew her heart would be pounding so loud in her ears she could barely hear.  No pressure, no pressure.  Just the whole game riding on you making these baskets.  


She bounced the ball a few times to focus, then let it go. When it dropped through the hoop, she took a relieved breath.  I took a matching one.  I didn’t want to lose this one.  Come to think of it, I didn’t want to lose any of them.  


You can do this, I urged her mentally.  You have to do this! 


But just in case, I planted my feet, ready to go up for the rebound.  As a number four, power forward, and the second tallest girl on the team, I had the inside spot directly across the paint from Sam, our center.  The opposing team got the closest spot because we were shooting, but it was all about who got to the ball first.


Jess took the shot.  As the ball slipped through the net to tie the game, it turned out we didn’t have to find out who would have gotten the rebound.  


Even though it would have been me.  No question.


I fell back and got in Blondezilla’s face.  Wampatuck killed another thirty seconds, then tossed up a brick.  Jennifer got the rebound.  We raced up the court, the clock ticking in my brain like a drum.  This was it.  


The coach called out the play.  It was the one voice besides my mother’s that had a direct link to my brain.  “Thirty-two.  Thirty-two.”  I pictured the play in my head.  Kelly would pass it to Jessica, then set the pick.  Sam would cut to the middle and be free.  


I paused at the top of the key as Kelly took the ball up.  Tick, tick.  Could we maybe speed it up a little?  We wanted to leave them without enough time to make one last play, but we had to make sure we didn’t run out the clock ourselves.   


Kelly made the bounce pass, low enough to keep it from the outstretched hands of the defender, then stepped in front of number forty-four.  Double fours couldn’t get around her without fouling.  Sam was free.  She found a lane and took it to the hoop.  Just like practice.  One bounce, and up she went.


The ball bounced off the backboard and headed for the hole, but it clanged against the hoop instead of hitting only net.  The sound echoed like a gong as the ball did a slo-mo hula before tipping in the wrong direction.    


I followed the ball in under the basket, and pushed my butt into some girl trying to climb over my shoulder.  The ball dropped toward a hundred outstretched hands.  I jumped.  I reached.  I touched leather and tossed it back up before I reached the ground.  The ball slipped inside the netting just as the buzzer went off.  


We did it.  We won.  Whoo-hoo!


Mr. Jeffries went wild – or as wild as an aging athletic director can go.  “Two points.  Cassie Miller!  Chickatawbutt wins the game!” 


Wampatuck walked away, heads down.  Sorry girls.  So sad.  Hehe.


I looked up to the stands, zeroing in with freakish radar on the spot where my parents sat.  Only my mom was alone.  My dad hadn’t made it.  Again.  He’d missed the best game of my life.  Oh, Dad. 


I didn’t have time to think after that as the bench cleared and everyone collapsed on top of me, slapping my back, high-fiving.  Everyone except Sam, who walked away with her head down like the game had gone the other way.  What was wrong with her?  I know she was upset she missed that shot, but we won.  That was the only thing that mattered.  


Our record was now ten and three, our best in years.  We had a real shot at the playoffs.


Coach stepped onto the court.  “Good job,” she called out over the chaos.  She was looking at me when she said it.


Satisfaction pumped through my blood.  My muscles ached and sweat soaked my uniform, but I felt like I could fly.  This is what it’s all about. 


Not bad for a freshman.  Not bad at all.

