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         Shoot, Kelly! Shoot!”
      

      The cry came from one of the Eagles’ fans in the crowd that covered nearly every seat of the grandstand on the east side of
         the Eastburg Middle School gymnasium. A second later it was joined by another. “Don’t just stand there, Kelly! Shoot!”
      

      Kelly Roberts, her hands gripping the basketball in front of her, stared at the net that hung like a torn, limp rag some fifteen
         feet ahead. She was in the corner, with no Mockingbird player within yards of her.
      

      But that weird feeling — that unexplainable fear that froze her every time she had an opportunity like this — gripped her
         again. Sweat drenched her face. Her heart pounded. She just couldn’t shoot.
      

      Suddenly a girl in red swept in front of her, reached up, and tried to put her hand on the ball.

      
         “Kelly! Here!” a familiar voice shouted.
      

      The freeze that held Kelly thawed as she saw Ester Cabanis run up beside her. Kelly quickly bounced the ball to her. She caught
         it, rushed past the Mockingbird player, jumped, and shot.
      

      The ball brushed the side of the glass board, struck the rim, wobbled around it a couple of times, then slithered through
         the net.
      

      Applause exploded from the Eagles’ fans. On the electric scoreboard, high up on the wall opposite the grandstand, the red
         lights of the score changed to read: Mockingbirds 43, Eagles 39. It was the last quarter.
      

      “What’s with ya, anyway?” Ester asked, as she and Kelly ran down the court together.

      Kelly shook her head. The tight curls of her black hair swirled back and forth across her sweaty shoulders. “I don’t know,”
         she said. “It’s the old problem — I keep freezing up. It’s so embarrassing!”
      

      “Well, look at it this way,” Ester said, “you’d make a terrific model for some very patient artist.”

      “Funneee” Kelly said.
      

      “Cut the small talk!” Coach Tina Kosloski yelled 
         over the hubbub of the fans’ chatter. “Get into your positions!” The blond Eagles coach was sitting on the bench with the
         team’s subs, the gaze of her fiery blue eyes darting over the court, covering every move.
      

      Carol Ames, the Mockingbirds’ right guard, took out the ball, and in two quick passes Eadie Cornwall, their center, was dribbling
         it across the center line into their end of the court.
      

      “Get up there, Kelly!” Janet Koles yelled. “Cover your guy!” Janet, the tallest girl on the team, was the Eagles’ no-nonsense
         captain. She had a white band wrapped around her forehead to keep her long hair from flying in her face.
      

      Kelly, still sick from that freeze a minute ago, sprinted upcourt, searching for the tall blond forward she was supposed to
         guard. In a minute, Kelly saw her… too late. Carol had whipped Casey Long a pass to the right of the keyhole. Taking just
         two steps toward the basket, Casey went up with it, shoved the ball against the boards, and sank it for another two points.
         Mockingbirds 45, Eagles 39.
      

      An elbow jabbed Kelly lightly in the ribs. “Know what?” Fran Russo said. “If I didn’t know any better, 
         I’d say you had paid Coach to play. What are you scared of, girl?”
      

      Kelly looked at the team’s right forward, whose short black hair made her look more like seventeen than thirteen. “I can’t
         help it, Fran,” Kelly admitted. “Don’t you think I try? I do. Honest!”
      

      “Boy! Did you see that redhead hanging on to my back?” a voice cut in behind them. “She practically tore my shirt off!”

      Kelly and Fran looked over their shoulders at Marge Jackson, the Eagles’ long-legged, spry left forward.

      “And the ref never saw her?” said Fran.

      “You didn’t hear him call it, did you?” Marge snapped back.

      Kelly laughed. Marge seemed to have more trouble on the team than anybody else. Sometimes more fouls, too.

      This time Ester took the ball from out of bounds and tossed a looping pass to Janet, who had to jump to catch it. She dribbled
         upcourt, two Mockingbird players running along on each side of her. She crossed the center line, stopped abruptly as the two
         players swooped in front of her, and took a shot. The 
         ball arced gracefully into the air toward the basket and sank through the net without touching the rim. Mockingbirds 45, Eagles
         41.
      

      Why don’t I have the nerve to do that? a voice screamed inside of Kelly.
      

      “Down, Kelly! Down!” Janet yelled, as June McKay took out the ball for the Mockingbirds.

      Kelly rushed downcourt, realizing that Casey was already sprinting toward the basket. A long, on-the-target pass to her could
         mean another basket unless Kelly could quickly close the gap. Carol caught June’s throw-in pass, dribbled once, then heaved
         the ball downcourt.
      

      It was short. Kelly saw it come directly at her. All she had to do was jump a foot or so and catch it.…

      “Nice going, Kelly!” Ester shouted. “Here!”

      Casey stopped in her tracks. She was now rushing Kelly, her long legs and arms churning. Kelly saw her. Suddenly that terrible
         freeze feeling swept over her again.
      

      “Get rid of it, Kelly!” Ester yelled.

      Casey was almost on her now, reaching for the ball. Desperate, knowing she had to throw it now or lose it to Casey, Kelly heaved the ball past Casey’s 
         shoulder to Ester. It was a good pass. Ester caught it, dribbled it upcourt, shot it to Janet, and bolted toward the basket
         at the same time. Janet took one dribble toward the basket, feinted a shot, then passed it back to Ester. Ester caught it
         with one hand and went up with it for a two-pointer. The horn buzzed, ending the game. Mockingbirds 45, Eagles 43. “Well,
         at least we didn’t get swamped,” Fran said, as she headed off the court with Kelly and the rest of the team.
      

      “Yeah. Right,” Kelly said absentmindedly. She wondered if Anthony had been watching her. She hated to imagine what he must
         have thought of her playing. How could she ever get to talk to him? Really talk to him. They were lab partners in science, but they hadn’t said more than two words to each other outside of class.
         She wanted to let him know that she liked him. And that maybe they could go to a school dance together sometime, or a movie.
         But no guy would want to go anywhere with a girl who froze up like a Popsicle on the court every time she got the ball.
      

      The locker room seemed like a beehive as the girls swarmed into it. Kelly stopped in front of her 
         locker, opened it, and started to reach for her towel when something caught her eye. A package. A red, oblong, gift-wrapped
         package tied with a red ribbon.
      

      “What in —?” she started to say. She took it out. On top of the package were a red bow and a typewritten note: To Kelly. Good luck!

      Kelly’s brown eyes widened. Her tar-black hair swirled about her shoulders as she looked around. Who was the wise guy who
         had put the package into her locker? And why? Her birthday was months away.
      

      None of the girls was paying any attention to her. Not even her closest friend, Ester Cabanis. Ester was standing near the
         bench not far from Kelly, apparently too busy slipping out of her sweat-drenched uniform to be interested in what was going
         on around her.
      

      Kelly turned back to the package and looked for a clue as to whom it might be from. There wasn’t any.

      She removed the wrapper to discover a white shoe box. She lifted the lid. Inside was a pair of brand-new red hightop sneakers.
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