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To all of you who wonder why life doesn’t always turn out the way you had planned: may you recognize that the unforeseen challenges of life take us to peaks well beyond our mind’s eye.

—D. M.

For Kara

—A. T.









One



“Wow, what a fantastic question,”
I said. “Naturally, it’s a total honor
to be the first Mexican American Olympic all-around champion.”

I sat at my vanity, pretending that the hairbrush in my hand was a microphone and that my reflection was a television commentator, interviewing me after the biggest triumph of my career. If only I could pronounce the biggest triumph of my career. Right now, it was coming off sounding like gibberish. 

A publicity coach my mom hired once had taught me about enunciation. She’d even made me repeat the word enunciation over and over to practice it. So, I tried to say each word slower this time, really emphasizing every syllable. The last thing I wanted to do after sweeping every single event at the Olympics was to mess up the words Olympic all-around champion.

“Mexican American,” I said, hitting every consonant like it was a hip-hop beat. “Mexican American. Olympic all-around champion.”

The door to my bedroom opened, and I jumped, the hairbrush slipping out of my hand. My mother poked her head in. 

I hoped she hadn’t heard me talking to myself. I would have died of embarrassment. 

If she’d heard me, though, her face didn’t give anything away. “It’s late,” she said. “You need to get to bed.”

It was only nine thirty. At school, kids were always talking about this one dance competition show that I was dying to watch, but it went until eleven. Because of my crazy early training at Texas Twisters, that was past my bedtime. 

“Don’t you knock?” I muttered. 

My mother chose not to answer that question, instead crossing the room until she was standing behind me. “Let me get the back,” she said, picking up the brush. With smooth, even strokes, she started brushing my hair. 

I’d always had long hair. It was black and glossy and hung in waves almost to my waist, weighed down at the bottom by soft curls. My mom had the same hair. She went to the salon twice a month to get some serum put on it that would keep it shiny. I had the take-home version of the same product, and if I forgot to apply it before a big competition, all my mom had to say was, “Shine!” and I would remember. One time, my teammates overheard her saying it and assumed she was telling me I needed to stand out in my routines. Which, of course, she did also remind me about all the time. 

“Maybe I could skip ballet tomorrow,” I said.

My mother yanked the brush through one particularly troublesome knot at the nape of my neck, and I winced. 

“You always go to ballet on Sunday mornings,” she said.

“Yeah, but I also go to ballet every week with the other girls and work on my dance moves then. So it’s not like it would kill me to miss a day.” I didn’t say what I really wanted to, which was that it would be awesome to sleep in just once. During the school week, I woke up at five thirty to be at the gym by six thirty. On Saturdays, I had to be at the gym by eight. Sunday was my only day without any gymnastics practice, but because of these extra ballet lessons, I had to be at the studio by eight, which meant I never got to sleep in.

But I knew if I had said this to my mother, she would have gotten those little frown lines in the middle of her forehead and said something about how you had to work hard if you wanted results.

She didn’t speak until she was finished; the brush glided through my hair like a swan through water. “You love ballet,” she said at last.

I’d actually started out as a dancer, not a gymnast. But somewhere in elementary school, I’d begun spending more time on learning a punch front than on learning a passé, and started trading recitals for competitions. It had happened really fast, like, I blinked, and—surprise!—I was a gymnast.

My mother leaned down to kiss my forehead. Her lips were cool. “Get some sleep,” she said.

I waited until I heard the door click shut behind her and the soft padding of her feet on the wood floor, and then I lifted the hairbrush back to my mouth to continue my fake interview. “I love ballet,” I said, pasting a smile on my face. I imagined the interviewer nodding, remarking that I certainly had beautiful lines, and that that must have been the effect of all that extra training. I humbly bowed my head, acknowledging the imagined compliment but not agreeing with it outright. 

“I’m lucky to be competing here at the Olympics with the best gymnasts in the world,” I said. That was another thing my publicity coach had suggested: always make sure you give credit to others, while still not letting the interviewer forget that you’re in an elite group of athletes. 

Still, I would have to work on that answer. As if luck had anything to do with gymnastics. It wasn’t luck that made me finally learn the tucked full-in I’d been trying forever to get on floor. It was the hours and hours of repetition, performing the skill into a foam pit, on mats, with a spot…getting advice from my coaches, Cheng and Mo, and even from my teammates. It also wasn’t luck that made me earn a spot on the National team. It was years of waking up early and training before school, after school, on the weekends. It was my parents paying thousands of dollars for me to work out at one of the best gyms in the country. It was me, standing at the end of the vault runway in the biggest com-petition of my life, launching myself into the air and delivering a solid landing that gave me a score high enough to qualify as part of that National team.

Yeah, so saying I was “lucky” to be competing was like saying I was lucky to be chosen as a contestant on a game show, or to win a prize from of a cereal box. Making a face in the mirror, I let the hairbrush fall from my hand; it clattered on the glass top of the vanity.

It took only a few seconds for my mother to hear me and return, opening the door. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

“I was just going.”

My mom was still staring at me, but it was like she couldn’t actually see me, or wasn’t really looking. I wondered what she did after I went to sleep. My dad was this insanely busy cardiologist who was always being asked to speak at conferences and stuff, so most of the time it was only me and my mom at home. When I was awake, she was shuttling me to practices and cooking my meals and helping me with my homework. So when I was asleep, did she crash out and watch TV? Did she call one of her friends and complain about all of the things she had to cram into her day? 

She gave me one final look, and I climbed under the covers to show her I was serious. She wished me good night one more time, switching off the light as she left the room.

Of all the ways that my mother could have used the quiet hours before bed to relax, I thought I knew what she probably did. I could imagine her pulling up gymnastics routines on the internet, watching them carefully for crowd-pleasing skills I could use myself, or opponents’ moves that I would need to be wary of. She would prepare my chicken salad for lunch the next day, and put my ice packs in the freezer so I could use them after practice.

It wasn’t luck that was going to get me to the Olympics, and my mother knew that better than anyone. Better, maybe, than I did.


Usually, I was one of the girls who could show everyone else in Mademoiselle Colette’s ballet class how it was done. 

If that sounds like bragging, it’s totally not supposed to. All the girls I practiced with were, like, eight years old. The girls my age were better than me, because ballet was their thing, the same way gymnastics was mine. So it was only natural that I would completely own all of the third graders in my class with my awesome turnout and flexibility.

Okay, maybe that’s bragging.

That morning, though, I felt off. Mademoiselle Colette tapped me on the shoulder twice to remind me about my posture, which was usually so perfect that I could balance a book on my head, the way they taught at those old-fashioned charm schools. But it was hard to concentrate on my posture when my foot was throbbing. There was a dull pain I’d been feeling lately in my heel whenever I did really hard tumbling or flexed my feet a lot…so, pretty much all the time.

Mademoiselle Colette passed by again, frowning at me. “Toes out,” she said. “And bend—yes, like that.”

I sank down in a deep plié, and had to bite my tongue to stop the small moan of pain that almost escaped my lips. But apparently the pain was written all over my face, because Mademoiselle Colette plucked the pencil from behind her ear, in a gesture she made when she was making a note of something, even though she didn’t have a notebook to write anything down in.

“You are hurt?”

I shook my head. “My ankle’s been a little touchy,” I said, “but it’s fine.” I lowered myself into another plié to show her that I meant what I said, and this time, when I bit my tongue I could taste blood.

She nodded, satisfied for the time being, and moved on. As soon as her back was to me, I let my posture sag again. The weird thing was that it wasn’t my ankle—not exactly. I’d rolled my ankle enough times to know the soreness that could result for a few days afterward, but that was not what this pain felt like.

Mademoiselle Colette might have been easy to fool, but unfortunately, my mother had eyes like a hawk. One time, I’d swiped some icing off my cousin’s quinceañera cake, and even though I knew I’d licked all of the evidence off my fingers, somehow my mom still figured it out. Now, I felt her presence in the doorway of the classroom before she even entered, watching me go through the last series of exercises. After ballet class let out, she barely let me grab my bag before she was all over me.

“Usually you’re so graceful,” she said. “But today you looked like a wooden stick.”

Gee, thanks, Mom. “I had an off day,” I said. I wanted to add, So what? I worked out seven days a week. She should try being perfect three hundred sixty-three days out of the year. 

“Do you need to loosen up?” she asked. “Maybe go to Ivana again?”

Ivana was a masseuse who I’d been to several times before, mostly during competition season. Her office had such a strong smell of eucalyptus that it made my nostrils burn, but she did have a knack for smoothing out the knots in my back.

“Is it practicing with those little girls?” my mom pressed. “I don’t like that you always have to show them how to do the moves. It seems like, if Mademoiselle Colette wanted an assistant, she should hire one, instead of making you spend your dance time teaching them.”

Even though it was kind of weird to dance alongside kids who were still in elementary school, I actually kind of liked getting to be the teacher for a while. I was about to open my mouth and tell my mother so, when she cut me off.

“Then again, you weren’t being asked to assist today,” she said, with a disdainful tone as she said the word today, as if there was no measuring stick in the world to gauge just how badly I’d done. “Should I ask Mademoiselle Colette if she could give private lessons? Maybe that’s the answer.”

“I don’t need private lessons,” I muttered. 

Sometimes, I had to remind myself to be grateful for everything I had in my life. My teammates sure didn’t have a masseuse on call; my best friend Noelle was lucky if she had the money to sit in one of those massaging chairs at the mall. During the past summer, she almost didn’t make it to Junior Nationals because her parents could barely afford it. Meanwhile, I had practice equipment in our basement and custom leotards and extra lessons, because my dad made a boatload of money every year. For us, those things weren’t that big a deal, and I had to stop to remind myself that they were a big deal for a lot of people. There were people who would have killed to be in my position.

My mom used her clicker to unlock the doors as we reached the SUV. I climbed into the front seat, and she glanced over at me as she started the car. 

“I’ll call Ivana for an appointment,” she said.

I smiled. It had been a really hard day, and my body was feeling achy and tired. A massage was just what I needed. 

“She can focus on your legs especially,” my mom added. “Maybe she can loosen you up so that ring leap on the floor is more elegant.”

I felt the smile fade from my face, but my mother was already concentrating on backing out of the parking space, so she didn’t notice. I was lucky, I reminded myself again. Lucky, lucky, lucky.






Two



There was a buzz in the air when I got to gym on Monday morning. I couldn’t explain it, but it was there, almost like I could feel the gym vibrating. Normally, these early morning practices were kind of a drag; although we were all used to waking up before the earliest school bus started its route, we weren’t necessarily morning people.

Or maybe that was just me. Britt, for example, often reminded me of the Energizer Bunny, and this morning she was wound up extra tight.

“What’s this announcement Mo’s talking about?” she asked. “Why does she always have to tease us like this? Why, why, why?”

Did I mention that I kind of find the Energizer Bunny annoying? Who wouldn’t? 

“I might have an idea,” I said cryptically. Mostly, I said this to shut Britt up. Also, in case one of the other girls actually knew something, I wanted to avoid looking like I was out of the loop.

Besides, it was totally plausible that I might have had some inside information. If anyone knew the skinny on what happened in the gym, it would be my mom. She worked at the front desk several days a week, and when she wasn’t there, she could always be found in the viewing section, watching me with a critical gaze. If there had been some huge announcement, it was very possible she would know what it was about. But then, why wouldn’t she have told me?

Jessie and Noelle had been chatting over by the water fountain, but now they came up to join us. “Are you talking about the announcement?” Jessie asked. “All that Mo will say is that we should do our stretches like normal and then she’ll fill us in.”

Britt snorted. She was cute with her little 
white-blond ponytail and bright blue eyes (although she would have killed me if she heard me call her cute), but that noise reminded me of a piglet. “Like I care about touching my toes right now,” she said. “Christina has a clue about what’s going on, though. I told you she would.”

All eyes were now on me, including Noelle’s earnest brown ones. “Is that true?” she asked. “Can you at least give us a hint?”

I thought about stretching the lie out further, but I couldn’t do that to Noelle. 

I knew from our years of friendship that she could be pretty gullible and took things very seriously. One summer after we’d first met, I told her that swallowing watermelon seeds would make a whole watermelon grow in your stomach. I hadn’t said it to be mean; I hadn’t thought she’d believe me. To this day, she still spits out all the seeds, even though I’ve explained to her a hundred times that I was joking.

“I was kidding,” I said again now. “I’m as clueless as you guys. What’s going on? What announcement are you talking about?”

“Mo wouldn’t reveal any juicy details,” Britt said, “and yet she expects us to go warm up like it’s any other day. This is torture.”

We all glanced over at Mo, who was standing by the front desk rifling through a stack of papers as though nothing unusual was going on. My mother was there, too, on the telephone, probably answering some phone call about tumbling lessons for tots, and she was also acting completely cool. I doubted that she was in on whatever Mo was cooking up. My mom’s not exactly known for keeping secrets or for subtlety, especially when it comes to my gymnastics. And if she had been aware of a big announcement this morning, no way would she have let me be late, even if I’d been running around trying to find my gym bag. She’d sooner have restocked my entire gym bag from the pro shop than let me miss something like this.

Mo looked over in our direction, so we all tried to pretend we hadn’t been staring. I turned my head to face the row of beams, as though I were contemplating which one I wanted to practice on later. 
Jessie picked at some imaginary dirt under her fingernails, and Britt kept tightening her ponytail, which was already as tight as it could be.

“We better start stretching,” Noelle said. “The sooner we finish, the sooner we can hear this big announcement.”

It was hard to argue with that, so the four of us started our stretching routine with an enthusiasm we rarely showed in the morning. We attacked our straddle positions ruthlessly, as though there were going to be punishment for anything less than a perfect one-hundred-and-eighty-degree split. We bent forward until our noses touched the floor. There was a slight twinge in my heel when I pointed my toes, but I barely even noticed.

When we had finally completed our exercises, we all lined up on the mat the way Mo liked us to do when she had something to tell us. Usually, we did this at the start of competition season, when Mo would tell each of us how our practices were going to change to fit our individual training for upcoming meets. We’d also lined up this way a few other times, like when Mo hired a nutritionist to talk to us about our diets or when a representative from USA Gymnastics came to discuss the stipend we would earn as part of the National team.

I could almost hear each girl holding her breath when Mo stood in front of us at last. There was the tiniest smile at the corner of Mo’s mouth, as though she had picked up on the fever pitch of our anticipation and found it amusing. 

Mo used to be a gymnast herself, back in her native China, and she wasn’t much taller than us. In spite of that, she commanded our total respect. Even though I wanted to scream, “Tell us, already!” and Britt was practically jumping out of her skin, we stayed quiet until Mo spoke.

“I receive exciting news today,” she said. “You have all heard of American Invitational, yes?”

We all nodded. The American Invitational was one of the biggest international competitions that our country hosted, which attracted the very best American gymnasts and some of the top gymnasts from other countries, too. 

“As you know, competition is for Senior Elite girls only,” Mo continued. “No Juniors. So you 
can’t go.”

It was true that we wouldn’t be allowed to compete until we were fifteen, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t attend the meet as fans up in the stands. I was starting to get the feeling that maybe that was what this was about. We’d gone on a team trip to see a competition before, a couple years ago, when the Nationals were held in Fort Worth. But this would be even better, because we’d get to see girls from all over the world.

“But this year is Olympic year,” Mo said, “and they change the rule. Now, they are adding Junior level of competition.”

Wait a second. Had Mo said what I thought she’d said? Was there a possibility that we would be going to the American Invitational not as spectators, but as…

Mo nodded, as though she could hear the whir of all of our thoughts. “That’s right,” she said, “and they invite every one of you to compete.”

She let that sink in for only a moment, but it was enough time for me to glance at Noelle and grin. I knew that the sparkle in her eyes was probably reflected in mine. The American Invitational! This was even bigger than the USA vs. the World event that we’d competed at just a month before, since that had been more of an exhibition event for us Juniors. We were supposed to do a couple of 
routines, show what we could do, see some sights, and then go home. 

This was a real competition, and one of us had the chance to be the first Junior all-around champion ever.

There was only that brief moment of excitement, though, and then Mo made sure to bring us back down to earth. She was good at that. “We don’t waste time,” she said. “So, go, join Cheng at the bars.”

I loved the bars. I felt so tall, somehow, when I circled around and around those bars, even though obviously that was one event where it paid to be shorter. The shorter you were, the more room you had to move between the bars, which meant 
you could execute more tricks and not worry as much about hitting your feet on one bar while you swung around the other. But even so, there was something about the stretched-out way my body felt, from the tips of my fingers to the point of my toes, that felt really awesome. 

We did a few exercises before building up to our big skills. One of my favorite elements in my routine was a Pak salto, where I let go of the high bar, did a complete backflip in a layout position, and then grabbed the low bar. For a split second while I was between the bars, it felt like I was flying.

On my first Pak salto in practice, I caught the low bar solidly, chalk puffing out from underneath my fingers. I opened my legs into a straddle position, my toes just skimming the blue mat before I jumped down. Eagerly, I looked to Cheng for feedback—I knew I’d done well.

“Don’t arch back,” was all he said, giving me 
a dismissive nod before motioning to the next girl to go. 

I’d thought my body position was pretty good, but apparently not. My face must’ve shown how discouraged I felt, because Mo gave me a brief pat on the shoulder. 

“Over the next two month, we will all work harder than we ever have before,” she said, and I understood. I’d been good, but good wasn’t good enough. I would need to be great.

It would all be worth it in four years, when I gave that interview after winning Olympic gold. “Yes,” I would say, “it really did all start with becoming the first Junior American Invitational champion. That’s when I felt like, this is it. This is what I was born to do.”


That night, I convinced my mother to let Noelle sleep over, even though we had early morning practice and school the next day. I told her that we had to work on an English project together, which was partly true, and also that we were so excited about the American Invitational that we had to talk about it, which was all true.

“I bet that Flip for Gymnastics will profile the Junior champion at the Invitational,” Noelle said. We were sitting on my bed, flicking through past issues of that magazine and admiring the perfect toe point and powerful tumbling in the pictures. I knew from going to Jessie’s house that she had a subscription to the magazine, too, but the posters in all of hers had been ripped out, the jagged edges left near the centerfold reminding her to glance up at her walls at huge pictures of some of the greatest gymnasts ever. My posters, on the other hand, were still inside, completely intact. My mother didn’t like me to hang anything other than framed art on the walls, because she thought posters were tacky.

“They’d better,” I said. “I mean, everyone will care about the Senior champion who might go to the Olympics this year, but people will also be dying to know more about up-and-coming talent like us.”

 Of course, only one of us could be that all-around champion…and it might be neither of us. But Noelle and I didn’t talk about that, even though it must have been on her mind, too. 

Noelle set the magazine down on my purple comforter, dropping her voice as though confessing a big secret. “When it was my turn to go to the library today,” she said, “I spent most of my time looking up the American Invitational on the 
computer.”

“Me, too!” I said. Technically, the assignment we were supposed to be working on in Ms. Rine’s English class was an essay about where we saw ourselves in five years, so looking up the Invitational wasn’t even really cheating. I saw myself in gymnastics, so doing an internet search for the American Invitational was like research.

“It’s in New Orleans this year,” Noelle said. “That’s only eight hours away if we drive. Do you think we’ll all carpool together?”

“Wow,” I said, “you did spend some time on this. I was too busy trying to watch videos of past competitions to see how big the crowd is and to check where this year’s competition would be 
held.”

“I think Jessie has this year’s Invitational on her DVR,” Noelle said. “We could probably go over there and watch it.”

There was a brief rap at the door, and then my mother peeked in. “Are you working on your English homework?”

I held up the magazine; it was an issue from four years ago that had the Olympic champion on the cover. “We’re doing research,” I said, in an almost exact echo of what I’d told Ms. Rine about my library visit earlier that day. “The essay has to be about where we see ourselves in five years, so we’re looking at gymnastics magazines for ideas.”

My mom chuckled. “That’s a no-brainer,” she said. “In five years, you’ll probably be on tour with other superstars, showing off your gold medals on every major talk show. You’ll be that girl on the cover.”

She nodded toward Noelle. “You, too, of course,” she said. I could tell she meant it—she loved Noelle and thought she was an amazing gymnast—but I knew she also expected me to do a little bit better than everyone else. Sure, Noelle could win a gold medal, but I’d win more. I’d win the all-around, the one that counted the most because it meant you were the best gymnast overall. 

And if I didn’t—if Noelle or Britt or Jessie won, or (ugh) some other random gymnast—well, then, my mom might just adopt her. 

Just kidding. Or maybe not.

“Do you need anything?” my mom asked. “I can make you some ice-cream sandwiches with 
graham crackers and Cool Whip.”

I was about to turn her down—not because I don’t love sweet stuff, but because I kind of wanted her to go away so Noelle and I could hang out—but Noelle’s eyes lit up. “I would love some!”

Once my mom had left, Noelle sighed. “Your mom is so nice,” she said.

“I guess.”

“What do you mean, you guess?”

I realized that that had probably sounded bad, so I hurried to explain myself. It was true that my mother was very nice—she did everything for me, and she would do almost anything for my teammates, too. It’s just that sometimes I felt like I needed a break.

“I guess I take it for granted,” I said, forcing a smile. “You’re right; she’s supernice.”

We went back to looking through magazines until my mom returned with our treats. “You two need to wrap it up in the next half hour,” she said. “I’ll make omelets in the morning, but only if you aren’t impossible to get up. And it is a school night.”

“We know,” I said, speaking through a mouthful of graham cracker and Cool Whip. It was 
probably a good thing that my words came out as a garbled mess, because if my mom had heard me take that tone in front of a guest, the party would’ve been shut down right then. Instead, she closed the door behind her, leaving Noelle and me to snack.

“We should probably get to work,” Noelle said. “I wanted to have at least an outline done so I could show it to Ms. Rine tomorrow.”

That was Noelle. Always going above and beyond, doing eighteen times the work she needed to, or preparing way in advance. I had no clue 
how she found the time, but I also didn’t understand why she would want to spend so much energy on school. Even if I hadn’t had gymnastics, I still wouldn’t have devoted myself to something as 
boring as English.
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