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chapter one

White-hot sparks of agony light down my spine, scorching over my hips and into my thighs. I grind my back teeth together and clench my fists against the pain, blunt fingernails biting into the palms of my hand.

 C’mon, Audrey, it’s nothing. Push through it.

Pounding my knuckles against the muscles of my calves helps distract from the ache as I sit on the floor, legs spread out in a split, waiting my turn.

The only sound in the sold-out arena is the reverberating squeak of the uneven bars lifting up into the rafters. It’s been like this for two days. One by one, we go up to the vault or the beam or the bars or the floor and perform while the crowd holds its breath.

I do too. If I don’t, it might become too much, and I can’t afford anyone noticing how much my back hurts.

Especially not him.

Coach Gibson—or Gibby to those of us on the United States Gymnastics national team—is patrolling the wells between the raised podiums, watching with an eagle eye for any sign of weakness. He’s everywhere all at once, cold and analytical, taking in every hesitation, every flinch, homing in on our weaknesses.

He stands to my left, wearing a red, white, and blue tracksuit, arms crossed over the swishy material.

“How’s the back, Audrey?” he asks.

“Great. Ready to go.”

His eyebrows rise, and he hums in disbelief, but he never looks away from my teammate and best friend, Emma Sadowsky, swinging on the uneven bars.

Gibby can stare all he wants; Emma won’t screw up. He knows it, even as he makes a show of looking critically at her handstands and the distance of her releases. She’s perfection.

Something as small as a wince from me, though? That’s basically admitting I’m in too much pain to go on.

Emma is a great gymnast, but even on her best day she’s not better than me on uneven bars. Of course, she’s head and shoulders better than me at everything else, which more than makes up for it. We’ve trained together since we were three, when our moms signed us up for Mommy and Me classes. Now, fourteen years later, we’re at Olympic trials.

She’s definitely going to make the team. As last year’s national and world all-around champion, she’s the favorite to win multiple golds in Tokyo. So far Emma’s accomplished everything we ever dreamed of as little girls, and now winning an Olympic medal is only a matter of time.

For me, just making the team will be a miracle. The pain doesn’t matter. Not really. Aside from the blissful days following a cortisone shot, my back always feels like this. The doctors said I should probably quit, but I told them to shove it. Then I apologized, and we settled for a compromise: retirement after the Olympics.

I only have a few more weeks of gymnastics left. Or, if my next routine goes wrong, just a few more minutes.

With a thwack of her feet against the landing mats, Emma finishes her routine with a stuck double layout, her body arched through the two flips in that satisfying way that makes my fourth vertebra twitch. Or maybe that’s just from the roar of the crowd, screaming in approval for their golden girl.

Joy for my best friend floods through me as she salutes the judges and then waves to the fans. A spike of excitement courses through my body. The pain fades to the background. It’s almost time to compete, and my body and mind are on the same page.

I still have a few minutes to breathe because about twenty yards away, Chelsea Cameron, the reigning Olympic all-around champion, is about to start her floor routine. They keep the routines staggered for the TV broadcast, making sure the fans at home can see everything.

“You nailed that,” I say, standing as Emma jumps down from the podium, a fake smile plastered across her face. I’ve known her long enough to know the difference.

“I know,” she says, smoothing back her hair, hands still encased in chalky grips. She’s a ginger-headed white girl, and the chalk leaves a streak in her hair just a shade or two paler than her skin. I smile at that. It’s usually my own dark hair streaked with the chalk and not hers. “You’ve got this, Rey.”

“I know.”

She smiles, a real one this time, and some of the tension in my shoulders loosens despite Gibby still being right here. It might seem like his focus is on Chelsea, tumbling across the floor on the other side of the arena, but I don’t doubt that his attention is at least partially on me.

I swing my arms in circles and then stretch them above my head, trying to pretend I’m not completely aware of Gibby’s presence, that I’m totally dialed in on the routine ahead of me. He’s not much taller than I am, being a former gymnast himself, but the sheer totality of his power in my world makes him seem gargantuan.

He runs a hand through his jet black hair graying slightly at the temples. “Show me what you’ve got here, Audrey,” he says. Or else, I add in my head.

Chelsea lands her final tumbling pass. Her days as a top all-around gymnast are long over, but her name still carries the weight of Olympic gold and million-dollar sponsorships. Plus, even at twenty, she’s still badass on vault and floor.

I take a deep breath, pushing Chelsea out of my head. Gibby wants to see what I’ve got on bars, and I have to show him that I belong on the Olympic team, that I’m worthy of my dreams.

Okay, Audrey, hit this routine and you go to Tokyo.

The crowd has finally settled after Chelsea’s floor, just in time for the announcer to call out, “And now on uneven bars, representing NYC Gymnastics, Audrey Lee!”

My heart leaps at the sound of my name, and a frisson of excitement spreads over my skin. If it’s the last time I’m going to do this, I want to remember every detail. I lock eyes with my coach, Pauline. She’s chalking the bars exactly the way I like: just a thin layer, nothing that will clump into my grips. A tight smile plays across her face, and I return it.

There isn’t time for all the words I want to say to her about how thankful I am and how much I love her and how no matter what happens, she’ll be like a second mom to me, forever. Actually, I’m pretty glad there isn’t time to say all that. Crying right now would suck.

The crowd buzzes, but not loudly enough to drown out the thumping of the blood pounding in my ears. The light near the side of the podium is still red, so my eyes flicker over the arena, everyone’s devices reflecting the glare of the lights, cameramen hovering at the edge of the apparatus, attempting and failing to be unobtrusive while bits of chalk hang in the air, clinging to everything.

It’s beautiful.

The judge at the end of the row gives me a green light, the sign to begin.

Everything else fades away. I lift one arm in salute, the other out to the side, an affectation I developed from obsessing over Russian gymnasts growing up. Then I turn, eyes on the cylindrical fiberglass bars that hold my ticket to the Olympics.

I swing up and into a handstand, holding to show control, but not nearly long enough for the blood to rush to my head, and then fold my body in half, legs straddled in a V and extended fully, all the way through to the tips of my pointed toes. There’s barely time to breathe during a bars routine, especially mine. It’s one of the most difficult in the world, every element linked to the next in a smooth melody that flows with the creak of the bars and the twang of the wires. Up on the high bar, I release and catch, and then back down to the low, a swing around the low bar and then straight back up again.

It’s not flying, but it’s as close to it as a human will ever achieve. Now, a giant swing up to a pirouette and down, and then a release into a back layout, my body held stick straight with one, two, three twists, and land, controlling the smallest step, barely a flicker.

It’s done.

A hit routine and a massive sigh of relief. I clap my hands together, the grips sending a cloud of dust up into the air, and salute the judges, maybe for the final time.

Hopping down from the podium, Emma hugs me before I really find my feet. Coach Pauline is next, a woman who knows me better than even my parents. Over her shoulder I catch Gibby’s eye, but there’s no emotion there. No pleasure or satisfaction, only an unidentifiable steeliness. He looks away.

I’d done what he’d asked, hadn’t I?

Was it enough?

“C’mon,” Emma murmurs as our coach lets me go. There are tears in Pauline’s eyes when I pull away. Tears of joy? Sadness? Both?

I grab Emma’s hand and squeeze.

“I knew you had it,” she says, squeezing back.

That’s what breaks me. I yank her hand and pull her close, the tears starting to gather in the corner of my eyes. “I’m so proud of you. So proud of us.”

“Me too.” Her voice cracks, but she sniffs past the emotion, something else she’s better at than me.

Pauline slides her arms around our shoulders as we pull away. Then together, we walk toward the corner of the arena as the final competitor is announced.

“And now on floor exercise, from Redwood Shores Gymnastics, Daniela Olivero!”

The powers that be knew what they were doing when they assigned Dani the final spot in the final rotation. Her The Greatest Showman routine is super popular with gym fans, and she’s pretty spectacular on the floor, with insanely high tumbling and a ridiculous amount of energy throughout.

Up until last year, she was on the fringes of the elite ranks, but everything’s sort of come together for her in the months leading up to the Games.

The music gets the crowd on its feet immediately. I look at Emma, and her eyes twinkle back at me. Together, we start dancing along. The choreography of Dani’s routine is fabulous, and we’ve seen it over and over again at National Gymnastics Committee camps.

Sierra Montgomery and Jaime Pederson, two white Oklahoma girls who always do everything together, are laughing at us, but they get swept up in the song too, letting their hips sway with the rhythm.

The music comes to an end as Dani nails her final tumbling pass and the whole arena roars in approval, a wave of sound crashing over us. My pain is a fleeting thing now, a tingle at the back of my mind as every single competitor on the floor starts to give one another impromptu hugs.

I pull away from Sierra and then Jaime and try to catch my breath when I’m nearly bowled over by Chelsea Cameron. Despite barely topping out at five feet tall, she nearly takes me down on impact, her textured brown curls catching against my damp cheek. She’s crying and probably not even aware of who she’s hugging because we’ve barely exchanged more than a couple of words over the years. Dani is still hugging her coach, but eventually Emma gets her in a bear hug—as much as a girl who weighs ninety pounds can bear-hug anyone—and then she’s pulled over to the rest of us.

Bittersweet tears prick in the corners of my eyes. It’s overwhelming, going out and doing everything you can to prove you belong and still not knowing if it was enough.

Almost against my will, my gaze flickers to the scoreboard. I don’t want to look, but I have to. The combined scores from two days of competition are displayed for everyone to see, and before I let my fate be decided by Gibby, I need to know where I stand. Though my vision is increasingly blurry from the gathering tears, I can see my name clearly enough.







	1.  Emma Sadowsky

	118.2





	2.  Daniela Olivero

	118.0





	3.  Sierra Montgomery

	117.1





	4.  Jaime Pederson

	116.3





	5.  Audrey Lee

	115.4





	6.  Chelsea Cameron

	110.5









Everyone finished as expected, though I’m a little surprised at how close it is between Emma and Dani. There are four spots on the Olympic team, and I’m in fifth, but all-around scores don’t matter as much as what Gibby wants. Let’s be real: his opinion is the only thing that matters.


Somehow in the midst of the chaos, I slip on the black tracksuit Emma and I wear. It has the New York skyline emblazoned on the back in silver glittering rhinestones and NYC GYM on the left lapel. Obnoxious, maybe, but gymnastics fashion is rarely subtle. The tears are really falling now. No matter what happens, this is the last time I’ll wear my NYC Gymnastics tracksuit. From here on out, it’ll be USA gear or nothing.

Stop it, Audrey. Enjoy the moment.

I try to channel Emma and push down the emotion. It only half works. Better than nothing, though. As I shoulder my bag, one of the workers I vaguely recognize as an NGC official is motioning for us to leave the floor. I shuffle in behind the rest of the girls, twelve of us about to be whittled down to four, plus two alternates.

Behind me, the announcer calls out to the crowd, “While we wait for the decision from the selection committee, please join us in honoring Olympic silver and bronze medalist Janet Dorsey-Adams, owner and head coach of Coronado Gymnastics and Dance, on her induction into the NGC Hall of Fame!”

The spotlight follows Janet up onto the floor, where there’s a trophy waiting for her. It’s pretty cool to be in the Hall of Fame; maybe in a few years I’ll be—

“Audrey, come on!” Emma’s voice interrupts my thoughts from farther down the hall than I thought she’d be.

I turn to catch up with her, but instead my eyes meet the chest of someone a lot taller than me. We nearly collide, my nose to his pec, before strong hands reach out, holding on to my upper arms lightly. In a quick leading step, we’re clear of each other and he releases me. I glance up and gasp in surprise. I know him.

Leo Adams, son of Janet Dorsey-Adams and world champion snowboarder. His mom used to drag him along to competitions when we were little. We follow each other online, but I haven’t actually seen him in person for years.

Wearing a sardonic grin and a THIS IS WHAT A FEMINIST LOOKS LIKE T-shirt, he’s tall compared to my five feet four inches, maybe six feet or a little more. He’s biracial—half Black, half white—and there’s a dusting of freckles across the bridge of his nose.

“Hey, Leo.”

I inwardly cringe at not having a better opener, and, like, what if I remember his name, but he doesn’t remember mine?

This could be bad.

A smile lights up his face, though, and I find myself matching it. “Audrey Lee,” he says. Oh, thank God, he knows who I am. “Careful. Don’t want you to lose your spot on the team for being clumsy.”

I let myself smile. “It might be worth the risk.”

What the hell, Audrey? Are you flirting? Must be the high from the competition, and it’s made you completely insane.

“Audrey!” Emma calls again from down the large corridor, her voice bouncing off the concrete walls. She frantically waves me toward her, but I hesitate. She and the rest of the girls are disappearing into the locker room.

It’s weird. I’ve entered some kind of alternate universe where the adrenaline is still numbing my pain and my gymnastics career might be about to end and there’s something totally liberating about that thought.

“I should probably …” I trail off.

“You should definitely,” he agrees, and I laugh.

“Ladies and gentlemen, in fifteen minutes we’ll be announcing the next USA women’s Olympic gymnastics team!” the announcer calls out.

I take a step toward the locker room and then another. Don’t look back, Audrey; boys are for a month from now, after you have an Olympic medal. Or two.

The door swings shut behind me. The rest of the girls are there, even Sarah Pecoraro and Brooke Cohen. They qualified last year as individual athletes. They’re going to Tokyo, but they won’t have a shot at the team medal like the rest of us—if we make it.

“Where were you?” Emma demands, dragging me over to two empty seats.

“Do you remember Leo Adams?”

“What?” she shrieks. “He’s here? Wait, how much longer until they announce?”

She’s all over the place, and I don’t blame her. She’s just won the Olympic trials, but she has to wait like the rest of us, and it’s not like I don’t need a distraction too.

“Fifteen minutes.”

My phone vibrates in my bag. There are a few thousand notifications waiting for me. Being on national TV during the trials process has made social media more than a little bit insane, but I’ve learned to ignore most of it.

It’s the last alert that catches my eye. A mention from @Leo_Adams_Roars.

I bite my bottom lip, trying to keep that same smile he prompted from emerging again as I open his account. The profile pic does him justice: the same freckles, the same smile, plus a set of dimples I somehow managed to miss moments before.

“Wow. He’s super hot,” Emma says, probably louder than she meant to.

“Who’s super hot?” Sierra asks, head whipping around from whispering something to Jaime.

“Leo Adams,” Emma supplies for her, pointing to my phone. In an instant, my brief little moment with Leo turns into the distraction we all need.

“Is that Janet’s son?” Jaime asks.

“No, there’s just a random guy with her last name hanging out in the tunnel during her award presentation, Jaime,” Sierra drawls with an eye roll.

“Is he a snowboarder?” Chelsea asks when my thumb hovers over a black-and-white picture of him sitting on a mountain— shirtless—with a board strapped to his feet, the sun rising in the distance.

“A snowboarder who appreciates aesthetic,” Emma quips with a perfectly shaped ginger eyebrow raised.

“He won junior worlds last year,” I say casually, trying to pretend I don’t check up on his career pretty regularly. I mean, it’s not like it’s hard. We all post at least once a day, and he remembered my name, so odds are he knows the same stuff about me. Probably. Maybe.

Dani leans around Chelsea from her seat. “Boys who look like him should always walk around without a shirt. Look at those shoulders.”

I nearly have a coronary when Sierra reaches over and likes the picture for me. “Oh my God!” I pull my phone away way too late. I don’t have a ton of experience with boys—forty-hour weeks at training don’t exactly make for epic teenage romance—but I know enough to know that liking a picture from months ago looks incredibly desperate.

Sierra laughs, and the other girls giggle. “It’ll be fine. Look.”

And she’s right. I finally look at the message he wrote.

 

@Leo_Adams_Roars: Ran into @Rey_Lee, literally! It’s okay. She’s fine. That uneven bars gold is still ours! #NGCTrials

 

A knock interrupts, and together our eyes fly away from the screen. The distraction is over. Gibby and the rest of the selection committee are hovering at the door.

It’s time.


chapter two

Shallow, gasping breaths are all I can manage as we enter the arena in a line, arms raised, waving to the crowd. Their answering wall of noise is a humming buzz in the background. Not even a lifetime of dreaming has prepared me for this. My skin is tingling and numb at the same time.

 Gibby is at the center of the floor, a spotlight shining on him in the otherwise dark arena. His hair is impeccable, his shoulders high, back straight, commanding everyone’s attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen! It is my honor to announce to you the athletes selected to represent the United States of America at the Olympic Games in Tokyo, Japan. Along with our individual athletes, Sarah Pecoraro and Brooke Cohen, please join me in congratulating …

“… Chelsea Cameron …

“… Audrey Lee …

“… Daniela Olivero …

“… Emma Sadowsky …”

Gibby’s voice cuts in again. “Our alternates are Sierra Montgomery and Jaime Pederson.”

I burst into tears as soon Gibby announced our names in that locker room, and it’s only gotten worse since. My cheeks are raw from wiping the tears away. My throat is thick, and it’s impossible to get my breathing under control. For once, I don’t care. Being under control is totally overrated. At least, for now.

Emma is beside me as we move up the stairs that lead to the raised floor, the arena lights blinding us. She hasn’t broken yet. Not one tear or choking gasp, just the serenity appropriate for the best gymnast in the world. I clutch her hand tightly. Holding it keeps all of this real. If I let go, it might slip away into the ether. I’ll wake up from this elaborate, torturously perfect dream.

It’s everything I thought it would be and at the same time completely different from what I imagined. Not making the team would have been way more devastating than making the team makes me happy. It’s strange to know that about yourself, that you take your failures far more to heart than your achievements. It’s not exactly healthy, but it’s who I am.

A resounding crack makes me jump as confetti explodes from somewhere above us and glittery bits of red, white, and blue paper tumble down from the ceiling, getting caught in our hair. For an awkward moment, one even lands in my mouth. There’s another round of laughing and hugging as it rains down on us. Honestly, I don’t think I’ve ever hugged so much in my entire life. It’s not my usual thing, but I could totally get used to it.

“Girls, huddle up!” Chelsea calls over the din. She’s been to the Olympics before and knows what this feels like, but all I want to do is soak in the moment. With my back, this is a one-time thing for me. Sierra’s arm slides around my shoulders as we all come together. What must it feel like for her and Jaime? Alternates. I’m not sure I’d feel much like celebrating if I were in their shoes.

Emma’s arm comes around my other shoulder and I’m in a circle with these girls, all eight of us, all together. Their names will be connected to mine forever, no matter what happens between now and the closing ceremonies.

“We’re a team now.” Chelsea says, having to shout. Even so, her voice doesn’t carry beyond our tight circle. “It’s us against the world, and we’re going to come out on top.”

I nod along with her words. We all do.

“Hands in,” Chelsea says. Looks like someone is making a play for the captaincy. I mean, it’s an easy choice. She’s the oldest and the most experienced gymnast. Chelsea puts her hand out, then Emma, then Jaime and Sierra, me and Dani, and finally Sarah and Brooke. “USA on three—one, two, three …”

“USA!” we shriek, raising our hands to the sky and then fanning out as one, turning and waving to the crowd. The lights have come up in the arena, and I think my parents are sitting a few rows behind the vault table.

Yep, that’s them, and I don’t even have the heart to be embarrassed by the way Mom is jumping up and down, waving frantically for my attention while Dad smiles and claps with the rest of the crowd.

I wave back but can’t go over to them, not unless I want to spring over the wall separating the competition area from the stands and give security apoplexy. I’ll see them in a bit.

But first we have interviews.

The NGC worker, whom we’ve followed like ducklings all weekend, corrals us down from the floor. Tissues are pushed into my hands as we move back into the tunnel toward the media area. There are stools waiting for us with our names plastered behind them.

Sliding onto the stool, I try my best to wipe away the tears without completely destroying my makeup, and a few reporters wander over to me. There are predictably massive crowds around Emma and Chelsea’s designated seats, but it’s cool to see that Dani Olivero has got a group as big as theirs plus all of the Spanish-speaking media. She’s Mexican American and speaks Spanish at home, so she can actually give those journalists a good quote. There are six empty stools on the other side of the room for the girls who didn’t make it. They’re still in the locker room. How close was it really? How close was I to being one of them, instead of sitting on this stupidly uncomfortable stool?

A few reporters clearly decided to talk to me first, waiting to interview our stars once the crowds thin a bit.

“Audrey,” begins a tall blond woman, hair pulled back into a French twist, “what’s going through your mind now that you know your comeback was successful?”

Oh, that makes sense. They’re interested in a redemption story. Redemption from what? Pain, I guess. I’m still on such a high that I don’t even feel it, when normally sitting on a stool without a back would be the worst. Adrenaline is my new favorite thing.

I grin and bite my lip, but can’t stop myself from saying, “Don’t call it a comeback.”

A few reporters laugh, getting the reference. I’m from Queens, and LL Cool J’s “Mama Said Knock You Out” is probably way more important to me than it is to most people. The woman who asked the question furrows her brow in confusion, and I shrug awkwardly. “Sorry. It’s gymnastics. There are injuries all the time. We all go through them. I’m really happy I had enough time to rehab and get myself to a point where I could make the team.”

“Speaking of the team,” a tall man with long sideburns and hipster glasses cuts in, “what do you think about finishing in fifth place all-around, but making a team of four? Is that fair?”

It takes everything I’ve ever learned about dealing with the press to not roll my eyes. “That’s way above my pay grade.” I smile and shrug again. It’s something my dad, a surgeon, says all the time about decisions his chief makes at the hospital. “The way the team finals work can be complicated math, piecing together the top three athletes on each event, so I’m sure that had something to do with it.”

That’s exactly why I made the team. I’m top three on bars and beam. Chelsea is top three on vault and floor. Dani and Emma are our top two all-arounders, great across all four events. We’re four athletes whose strengths and weaknesses complement one another perfectly, adding up to three great routines on each apparatus in team finals. It’s just math.

An older woman I recognize as a reporter from Sports Illustrated asks, “Were you surprised to make the team?”

“Surprised? I don’t know if I’d describe it that way, but was I sure I’d make it? No way.”

“What’s it like going through this with Emma Sadowsky?”

I could kiss this reporter for finally asking a decent question.

Emma is a few stools away, fielding questions like a pro. Any skill I have at this kind of stuff, I learned from watching her. “It’s fantastic, amazing, and totally mind-blowing. She’s my best friend, and I don’t know how I would have made it through the last year without her. Seeing her in the gym every day motivated me to keep going, and going to the Olympics with your best friend? That’s ridiculous in the best way. A total dream come true.”

“Do you think she can beat Irina Kareva?”

“She beat her last year.” Even though I wasn’t able to compete at worlds last year, it was still super satisfying watching Emma take down Kareva. Everyone thought the Russian superstar was untouchable, but Emma beat her by nearly a point after Irina faltered on beam.

“Kareva posted a video of a triple-twisting Yurchenko last week. That gives her a huge difficulty advantage over Emma if she can hit it.”

That’s a ridiculously big if. No woman has ever landed a triple-twisting Yurchenko in competition, and in that video Kareva’s looked pretty terrible. It’s the only thing I don’t admire about the Russian team. Their gymnastics can be beautiful, but they always seem to be chucking vaults way beyond their abilities. Not that I’m going to say that on camera. “Guys, again, that’s way above my pay grade.”

“You and the other girls were just verified on social media. How do you feel about that?”

The first thing that comes into my head pops out of my mouth. “Have you seen who they give those check marks to?” The reporters laugh, but there’s an NGC worker side-eyeing my flippant answer from over her shoulder. “I’m kidding. It’s amazing. Totally a dream come true.”

I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore. The adrenaline is starting to wear off, and a sudden pain flares in my hip. I’ve been sitting still too long if the pain isn’t localized in my back. My eyes fly toward the NGC worker at my side, who somehow understands my need to be finished with these interviews.

“Sorry, everyone,” she interrupts, pushing through the group, “but Audrey has to get some treatment on her back before she stiffens up. Thanks for your questions. The girls who didn’t make the team will be made available to you in a few minutes.”

I slide off the stool and pick up the bouquet of flowers that I received after the announcement. Mom will be excited. She always feels like I’m missing out on normal teenage things, so she’ll be thrilled to press these flowers into a memory book like it’s a prom corsage or something. Olympic team or prom? Yeah, that’s not even close.

Speak of the devil. As soon as I leave the media room, I see my parents with the other girls’ families. Dad’s head of dark curls towers over everyone else, and Mom is tiny beside him, her long black hair hanging down her back. If I were ever allowed to take mine out of a bun, it would look just like hers.

People are constantly curious about the three of us. Mom was adopted from South Korea as a baby, and I definitely take after her in the looks department, so if it’s only me and her, people will just flat-out ask where we’re from or what we are, like it’s somehow any of their business and not super fucking rude. When Dad and I are out together, people just assume I’m adopted. Then my last name, Lee, adds another layer of confusion, because it comes from my Dad’s English ancestors, but that’s going way back.

“Audrey!” Mom yells when she finally sees me and they push past the security guard in front of them. Almost instantly, her arms are around me, pulling me in close. “I’m so proud of you, sweetie!”

“You were fantastic, Rey,” Dad adds in his deep rumbling voice. His large hand cradles the back of my head, drawing both me and Mom into a group hug. It’s a perfect moment. It’s the moment I’ve dreamed of since I was old enough to understand what the Olympics were. It hasn’t been easy on them, watching me all these years.

I wince when Mom squeezes a little tighter. Clearly, she feels me tense and pulls away immediately. “Do you need to go see the trainer?”

Nodding, I smile past the pain. “When we get home, I need to get a cortisone shot. Dr. Gupta said it should last me through the Games if I made the team.”

“Go on,” Dad says and motions toward the trainers’ room across the hall. “We’ll meet you back at the hotel. The NGC is throwing you girls a party.”

My eyebrows lift at that idea. I don’t exactly associate the NGC with parties—more like early curfews and surprise bed checks at three in the morning—but, hell, it’s the Olympics, so why not?

“I’ll see you guys over there.” I hand Mom the flowers and give them each a fierce hug before I turn toward the trainers’ room.

The other girls, everyone except Dani, are headed in that direction as well, some hugging their parents too, but most headed straight for the treatment—massage, heat, and ice—that will push down the pain for the rest of the night.

“Where’s Dani?” I ask Emma, who shrugs uncomfortably and then makes a beeline for a training table.

“She’s still giving interviews,” Sierra says, rolling her eyes. There are tear tracks on her cheeks, and I know those weren’t tears of joy. She’s an alternate, caught in a weird vortex between making the team and not. I guess I can forgive the eye roll and the sharpness in her voice. “Apparently, she beat Emma in the all-around today. They’re treating it like some kind of miracle.”

Wow, I hadn’t noticed she’d outscored Emma today, even if Em’s two-day total was higher.

“I mean, it’s sort of a big deal,” Jaime says. “Emma’s national and world champ, and she beat her.”

Sierra scoffs. “Yeah, because scores at trials definitely always hold up once we get to international competition.”

That’s not a bad point. I’m pretty sure all of our scores were inflated at least a little bit today. Judges sometimes get caught up in the Olympic hype as much as the rest of us.

I follow them into the trainers’ room, and Gibby waves me over to an empty table. Josh, one of the NGC trainers, has bags of ice ready for me.

“Congrats,” Josh says, sitting down on a stool in front of me as I lift myself onto the table, trying to suppress the wince as a dull ache radiates through my lower back. Gibby’s right here, and seeing me wrapped in massive ice blocks is enough of a reminder of my injury issues for the man who decides my role on the team.

“Thanks,” I say, smiling at Josh. He’s been around the national team since forever.

“You did great work out there, Audrey,” Gibby says, his eyes not on me, but darting around the room to the other girls. I’m convinced he does it on purpose, letting us know that while he’s talking to us, there’s always someone else who can take our place.

“Thank y—” I try to say, but he cuts me off.

“I’m sure you know that all spots on the team are conditional upon preparedness leading up to the Games.”

I swallow down the panic that flares up in my chest and nod once to show I understand.

“You and Emma have dreamed of winning team gold together since you were little. She’s holding up her end of the bargain. You were named to the team today, but I’m sure you know how close it was. I expect you to give me more than you have so far, do you understand?”

“Yes, of course.” It’s a lie. What more could he want from me? I’m maxed out on the difficulty I can manage with the amount of pain I’m in—which he definitely knows—and there’s no time to upgrade even if I weren’t. My bars have been consistent since I came back, and I have a good shot at a gold if I hit in event finals. And even though their difficulty scores are lower, my floor and vault have been solid all the way through the selection process.

Duh, Audrey, he means beam.

The connections between my skills have been shaky at times, and while I’m capable of hitting them, it’s been tough to do it in competition with the pressure of making the team constantly looming. Plus, it’s where I take the most risks with my back. The beam is punishing on the joints, whether you’re falling off it or staying on. I’ve tried to avoid overtraining on the event, but that’s an excuse. It looks like it’s gonna be balance beam or bust before Tokyo. I can increase my score by two- to four-tenths if I consistently nail those connections.

“I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Good,” he says. Suddenly, he shifts his gaze to me and winks, the smallest of smiles appearing. “Just so you know, I’m rooting for you here.”

I nod firmly and smile through the ever-growing flares of pain radiating from my spine.

Then he wanders toward Sierra, who’s getting her shoulder wrapped with an ice pack that makes my back wraps look tiny. Jaime is on the table next to hers having her elbows wrapped the same way. I wonder what he’s going to say to them. Gibby’s a great coach, but he’s definitely not above mind games and pitting us against one another. But he said he’s rooting for me—that has to be good, right? It’s definitely good.

I take a deep breath and see Josh looking at me with concern. “How’s your back?” he asks.

I kick my legs around and settle facedown on the table. “It’s fine.”

“All right, then—let’s make sure it stays that way for the party tonight,” Josh says as his fingers probe against the sore spot near my fourth vertebra. There’s scar tissue and all kinds of fun things going on between his hand and where my formerly herniated discs reside. Involuntarily, I groan in protest, instantly exposing that my back is so not fine. I screw my eyes shut as Josh continues his massage, and I hope against hope that Gibby didn’t hear me. If he wants more from me, he’ll get it, and I’ll start with working through this pain.


chapter three

“Iknow, I know,” I say, leaping up the bus’s stairs. Everyone’s attention swings toward me, mostly with laughter in their eyes, but I think I catch a twist of the mouth from Sierra. Plopping into the seat beside Emma, I sigh in relief.

 “It’s okay, Rey,” she says, shifting over in her seat to give me room. “Peeing on demand is hard.”

“It is!”

We all got drug tested after the competition, and, like always, I’m the last one done. Ask me to hit a gymnastics routine in front of thousands of people, no problem, but peeing exactly when the anti-doping monitors ask is almost impossible.

The only people on the bus, besides our NGC security guard, are the gymnasts going to Tokyo. Sarah and Brooke are in the first row. It’s fitting that they’re kind of removed from the rest of us. Their qualifications process was totally separate from ours, and they’re not even going to train with us in the lead-up to Tokyo. After we all fly out of San Jose tomorrow, we won’t see them again until we hit the Olympic Village.

I’d thought about it, briefly—competing all around the world against other individual gymnasts to earn my own spot for the Olympics instead of letting Gibby decide whether or not I would make the team, but my injury made that option impossible. Plus, Gibby wasn’t exactly thrilled when Sarah and Brooke decided to go that route, and alienating the head of the NGC wasn’t high on my list of priorities the year before the Olympics.

“We don’t have to get dressed up for this, do we?” Emma asks, picking at the velvet fabric of her tracksuit pants.

“Doesn’t really matter now, does it?” Sierra shoots back. “Thanks to Audrey, we’re already late to the party.”

“Not enough time to change,” Jaime says from beside her.

“It doesn’t matter,” Chelsea says in that way she has that makes it sound like her word is the final word on something. “It’s just family, the NGC, and maybe some sponsors, and they’ll all love the fresh-from-competition look.”

“Will Leo Adams?” Emma teases quietly, but not quietly enough. The rest of the girls definitely hear her.

“I have no idea.”

The really honest answer is that I hadn’t even thought about him since Gibby had walked into the locker room and read off our names. Leo Adams is cute and all, but going to the Olympics definitely trumps a cute boy.

Jaime pops her head out from behind Sierra, her shiny blond curls rapidly escaping her attempt at a bun. “I bet he’ll be there. His mom got an award, and they’re from all the way down in Coronado. They’re definitely staying overnight.”

“It’ll be cool if he’s there, but I’m pretty sure hanging out with a boy the whole time won’t impress Gibby.”

Emma glares at me. “C’mon, Audrey. We made the team. You can relax for one night—barely a night. Just a few hours.”

I actually have to physically bite my tongue to keep from snapping back at her. The last thing I want to do is reveal what Gibby said to the entire group.

Something in my face must give away my annoyance, because her expression softens almost immediately. “I don’t mean, like, dance on the bar or anything. Try to have a good time. You’ve been a big ball of tension for months, and tonight you deserve to celebrate.”

“We all do,” I agree. Of course—we deserve to celebrate.

“Right, and if you celebrate a little bit with a cute guy, where’s the harm?”

Sierra nods. “I mean, look at Chelsea. She’s got a boyfriend, and look how much her gymnastics has improved since the last Olympics.”

Emma sits back in her seat and rolls her eyes. Chelsea doesn’t even acknowledge the jab. Sierra’s such a little troll, and sometimes she’s funny, but she never seems to know where the line is.

The bus pulls to a stop in front of the hotel. There are crowds of people lined up behind barricades, and a ripple of excitement flows through the sea of bodies when they realize exactly who is on the bus. Emma slides out from her seat, and everyone else falls in behind her.

“You’re right, you know, about Gibby and not letting down your guard,” Dani says, her nose wrinkling. “Nothing is guaranteed. You got this far doing what worked for you.”

“Exactly.”

She nods in approval and leads me toward the front of the bus. Dani’s only a year older than me, and I’ve known her since we were little, but we’ve never been that close. In the last couple of years, she’s skyrocketed from the fringes of the elite ranks into a top contender.

The rest of the team is at the front of bus. “Ladies, unfortunately the crowds are way too big for us to manage, so I’m going to ask you to smile and wave to them and not stop for autographs or pictures. We need you to keep walking,” our security guard says.

“Got it,” Chelsea agrees for all of us, and he nods at her words.

“We’ll go on my signal,” he says, turning around to say something into his walkie-talkie.

“Girls, before we go out there, presents!” Chelsea says. Reaching into her bag, she pulls out seven little gift bags with two gymnasts flying through the air in the shape of Cs emblazoned on the front. It’s the logo from her personal cosmetics brand. I remember seeing an interview where she talked about how, as a Black woman, she wanted to create totally inclusive line with tons of shades and tones. New products always sell out within five minutes of release.

“Okay, let’s go,” the security guard says and waves us forward.

Chelsea hands a bag to each of us as we pass her on the way to the front of the bus. She won two Olympic golds at the age of sixteen, and since then she’s been in movies and music videos. She’s famous in a way that I’m pretty sure I never want for myself.

“Thanks.” I take my bag from her, and she smiles and pats me on the shoulder.

“No sweat, Rey.”

The driver pulls the lever opening the bus door, and we’re hit with a wall of shrieks and camera flashes. I follow Dani down the stairs, just ahead of Chelsea. The lane the hotel created with metal barriers for us to walk through isn’t wide enough to keep the fans from reaching over and touching us as we walk by. The crowd surges against the barriers. I slap a few outreached hands and try to keep a smile on my face, but my blood is pumping hard, and the urge to flee is tingling down toward my toes as my body starts to overheat at the way the crowd closes in around us. I bend my shoulders in and duck my head, trying to stay as small as possible.

Once we’re in the hotel, it’s not much better. A lot of the fans are guests too, and the lobby is a total crush. I follow the security guard’s shiny bald head because he towers over almost everyone in the madness, and finally we reach an elevator that the guard needs a key card to activate. I assume that means we’re going somewhere the rest of these people can’t get to, and the relief that courses through me is way too real. I suddenly feel a ton of sympathy for every celebrity in the world. There are very few people who would recognize me walking down the street, and I’m more than happy to let Chelsea and Emma take up the spotlight. It seems like I’m the only one, though.

“That was incredible,” Sierra breathes out, and Jaime laughs, a huge grin plastered across her face.

Emma’s cheeks were flushed. “A total rush.”

“Insane,” Dani says, but her eyes are wide and joyful.

Chelsea smiles. “Get used to it, girls. Your lives just changed forever.”

I’m not really sure I believe her, but then the doors to the elevator open, and another crowd—this one made up of friends and family and sponsors and NGC and United States Olympic Federation officials and coaches and former Olympians—turns as one toward us in a large room, where the music is rocking and drinks are already flowing. For a moment it’s silent, and then a huge cheer erupts, along with thunderous applause.

Gibby slides forward out of the crowd, his usual tracksuit long gone, replaced by dress pants and a collared shirt. I’ve rarely seen him out of his official gym clothes, and the transformation is astounding. He looks so much less intimidating—almost normal, like someone’s dad. He smiles at us and then lifts his arms, and the crowd quiets. “Ladies and gentlemen, your United States Olympic gymnastics team!”

“Hear, hear!” someone shouts, but it’s impossible to see who it is in the blur of faces.

Raising his glass, Gibby says, “A toast to Emma, Chelsea, Dani, Audrey, Sarah, Brooke, Sierra, and Jaime!”

It feels weird standing there as the group of adults lift their glasses toward us, but then it’s over, the music rises in volume again, and we’re drawn into the party.

Emma nudges me with her sharp elbow. “Ow, what?” I ask, eyeing one of the trays of food being passed around. I’m pretty sure they’re serving pigs in a blanket, and while I follow a strict diet, those little appetizers are one of my weaknesses.

She nods in the opposite direction of where the waiter with the snacks disappeared into the crowd, and the stupid smile on her face tells me what I’m going to see before I even turn around. We’ve never not given each other crap for having a crush on a guy. Not that I’m saying I have a crush on Leo. I barely know Leo.

Her phone buzzes in her hand, and she glances at it quickly, but clicks off the screen just as fast. “Go,” she says. “Our parents are on the other side of the room. I’ll cover for you. Your hair looks great. Your eyeliner is flawless, as usual. You are an Olympian. Now go knock him off his feet or snowboard or whatever.”

I smile and raise a hand to my head in salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

When I turn around he’s only a few feet away, smiling that same grin he had back at the arena and holding a small plate with pigs in a blanket on it.

“Can I have one?” It’s probably not the smoothest opening, but whatever, I’m hungry.

“All yours,” he says, holding out the plate, and I take one, popping it into my mouth. It’s awesome. Delicious buttery goodness surrounding God only knows what goes into a hot dog. He’d even put some deli mustard on it. I might have to marry this boy.

“I love those,” I say after I’ve chewed and swallowed.

“Well, you’ve definitely earned it. God, it’s been forever, hasn’t it?”

“Years, maybe, like, four or five.”

“Clearly, you’ve made good use of your time since then,” he says, motioning around the room. “Olympic team on your first try—pretty impressive. I knew you’d make it, though.”

I laugh a little. “Yeah? That makes one of us. I was so nervous until he said my name. I’m still nervous, actually.”

“You don’t seem nervous.”

“Maybe I’m good at pretending, then, because nervous doesn’t even begin to cover what I’m feeling right now.”

His smile fades a bit, and suddenly he looks serious. “I get it. Your whole life leads up to this one moment, and then it finally happens—you run into a tall, dark stranger just like you always dreamed you would.”

And at that I really laugh.

“Seriously, though, congratulations. You’re going to blow everyone’s mind in Tokyo. I know it.”

“Thanks. I just can’t believe it’s real, you know? After the surgery and all the work I did coming back.”

“Yeah, I saw that,” he says, biting his lower lip and looking a little sheepish as he rubs at the back of his neck. “Not to sound like a creeper, but I follow you, so, like, I saw the pictures and videos and stuff from after your surgery and then when I got hurt …” He trails off.

I cringe. I’d forgotten about the picture of a cast I saw in his feed a few months ago. “How long have you been out?” I ask, motioning to his knee.

“Four months. I’ve been doing PT for a bit now, and the doctors cleared me to surf, so I’ve been doing that until I’m good to go on hard surfaces. If I decide to come back at all.”

My ears perk up at that. “You’re not sure if you’re …” My phone buzzes in my tracksuit pocket. “Sorry.” I glance at it fast.

It’s from Gibby.

Celebrate tonight, but remember what I said.

My eyes fly around the room wildly. Emma, her parents, and mine are in the corner, along with Emma’s agent. Sierra and Jaime are with their parents, everyone talking over one another, probably about how they should have made the team instead of the rest of us. Chelsea is with her boyfriend, looking like the rest of the world doesn’t exist. Dani’s near them, checking her phone just like I did. Maybe he texted her too?

“Everything okay?” Leo asks, bringing me back to reality. Or maybe the text is reality and this part is something else, something I shouldn’t be doing.

Then Dani clicks at her phone, pockets it, and turns to Chelsea and her boyfriend saying something that makes them both laugh.
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