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Gymnastics fans past, present, and future, I dedicate this book to you. Your devotion is the most essential part of our sport. I have only the greatest affection for you.

—D.M.

For my sister, Brittany Lee, who inspires me

—A.T.
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It was late, and my parents and I had been driving through the same state for four hours. I just wanted to go home—well, to my new home, which I’d only seen in pictures—but my mom insisted on driving past the gym first.

“After all,” she said, turning toward the backseat to smile at me, “it’ll practically be your home away from home, right?”

“I guess.”

“Aren’t you excited? This is such a wonderful opportunity for you.” I realized she was waiting for me to smile in return, and so I did, figuring that her neck would probably hurt if she kept her head in that position for too long. Satisfied, she beamed at me and turned back to face the front.

When my parents told me we were moving to Austin, Texas, so I could train with an Elite team, “excited” was certainly not what I felt. It was like everything happened in slow motion—first I heard moving, and I thought about everyone I would have to leave behind and my bedroom with the window facing my neighbor’s birdbath and the fact that next year for my birthday we were going to play paintball, and I felt sad. Then I heard Texas, and I remembered this boy at my gym who used to wear a shirt that said, don’t mess with texas! in huge letters, and I was scared at the idea of moving to a state that seemed to be all about picking fights for no apparent reason. Ohio doesn’t care if you mess with it or not. I mean, obviously it would prefer that you didn’t, but if you do, no big deal. 

Team, though—that was a little exciting. I used to wish for a teammate. My best friend at my old gym, Dionne, was good, but it would be at least a couple of years before she qualified as Elite, and in the meantime we were split up when it came time to work on specific moves in our routines. With teammates, however, everything would be different. 
We’d get together in the locker room and say, Hey, what was up with Coach today? Mood swings much? At competitions, we’d wear matching French braids and make up silly cheers to spur each other on. 
During practice, we’d push each other to be better than we’d ever thought possible. I could see it all, running through my head like credits for a sitcom on the Disney Channel as we chalked up the bars for each other and playfully wiped some of the chalk on each other’s nose.

When we finally pulled up to the gym, though, it didn’t look like the place I’d imagined. For one thing, it was totally deserted. That made sense, considering there aren’t too many gymnasts who train at eleven o’clock at night, but it still gave it this really creepy vibe, like it was a ghost town. 

“Wow, it’s big, huh? Can you believe you’ll be training here?” my mom said as my dad parked the truck by the curb. “Come on, let’s just take a peek inside.”

It wasn’t just big. It was gigantic. From the outside, it looked like an airplane hangar, or the world’s largest indoor flea market or something. Weird, when you think that most of the people who trained there were probably under five feet tall. And when we pressed our faces up against the glass and peered inside, it looked as if it stretched on forever, a wide-open desert with shadows of beams and bars instead of cactuses. 

Behind us, I could hear the truck idling as my dad waited for us inside. 

I traced the raised letters of the sign on the front door with my fingers: TEXAS TWISTERS: HOME OF STATE BEAM CHAMPION NOELLE ONESTI!

Back in Ohio, my gym had been attached to the Aquatic Center. People would walk into the reception area and go, “Wait a sec, those are leotards, not bathing suits. . . .” and then the receptionist would explain that, yeah, the big building wasn’t just an indoor pool, it actually had a whole separate gymnastics facility as well. When I made the Elite team, months ago, they put a congratulations message up on the marquee outside for two days, but then they took it down to make room to wish Mrs. G. a happy seventeenth anniversary as office manager. 

“Well?” my mom said now. “What do you think?”

All I could think was that it was way cooler to announce a state beam champion than someone who’d just made the team, and how raised letters seemed pretty permanent, while the crappy plastic ones they put on the marquee at my old gym kept falling off so it read congra s instead of congrats. Rather than French-braiding each other’s hair, we’d be competing for titles and medals, and it looked like the girls here were way ahead of me on that score.

Yeah, all of a sudden, the whole team thing didn’t seem so exciting.

My mom was smiling at me again, and I forced myself to smile back. “It’s awesome,” I said. “When do I start?”

I started a couple of days later, once we’d had the chance to settle into our new house, which was one story high and smelled a little of stale smoke, although my mom said it was nothing a little Lysol wouldn’t take care of. So now, it smells like stale smoke and Lysol.

“Oh, sugar,” she said to me as we pulled up to the gym, this time in daylight. It wasn’t said as an endearment, since my mom’s not big on those. It was simply what she said when she wanted to say something else, but had to watch her language.

“What?” I asked.

“No, nothing,” she said, giving me a hasty smile. “It’s just that I forgot I was supposed to go in early this morning to meet the furniture delivery guys—we’re getting a couple new rockers for the infant room. And there was a mom who wanted to talk to me about moving her son to the three-year-old group. I keep telling her we can’t do that until he can use the big-boy potty, but you know how moms can be.”

“Oh.” I knew how my mom could be. She managed a day care center, and her job was the most important thing in the world to her. She had been wheeling and dealing on her cell phone the whole car ride down, and even though we’ve been in the South for less than seventy-two hours, she’d already spent a lot of them at the day care, making sure the transition was smooth. 

“So…I take it you’re not going to stay for the whole practice,” I said.

She gave me another stressed-out smile. “Sorry, Britt. Maybe once I’m settled in at the day care, I can come watch you. You ready to go inside?”

“I guess,” I said.

In the gym, everything was very white, and with the harsh sunlight coming through the windows, 
it all looked bigger than it had in the shadows. The ceiling was high enough in this gym that there was no danger of the rhythmic girls throwing their hoops in the air and hitting it. That used to happen all the time at my old gym. The little kids couldn’t throw their hoops hard enough for it to matter, but the competitive rhythmic girls would have to chase after the hoop when it bounced off the ceiling and went flying across the gym. 

Rhythmic gymnasts used props like balls and ribbons and clubs as part of their routines, which consisted of more dancing and leaping and fewer tumbling skills. Of course, the brochure that I had found on my mom’s nightstand said that this place didn’t offer rhythmic classes. So all that extra ceiling height was a total waste.

The brochure also had biographies of the coaches, a couple who had emigrated from China, and featured a glossy picture of a very beautiful 
girl standing on one tanned leg, the other curved behind her until her toes almost brushed her dark ponytail. Was that the famous beam champion Noelle? Or was it just a model hired to look like a gymnast? 

My mom headed straight for the front desk, which was over by the pro shop. At least this was familiar. Gyms always have pro shops, and they’re inevitably right by the front desk, so that while 
parents are filling out boring paperwork, kids can roam around and decide which things they want to put on their gift wish lists. If I weren’t so distracted right now, I could probably convince my mom to get me a three-pack of sparkly scrunchies.

There were three pillars dividing the front area from the gym, where I could see girls practicing 
on the beams (there were twelve beams—totally excessive!). I wanted to check the girls out, but 
my mom was beckoning to me.

“I’m Mrs. Morgan, and this is my daughter, Brittany,” she said to the woman at the desk, placing 
her arm around me to draw me closer. “I believe 
we spoke on the phone? I faxed over the final 
enrollment paperwork yesterday.”

The woman’s name tag said melanie, and she was all business. “Level?” she asked, looking at me over the rims of her glasses.

She probably thought I was a Level Seven or something, since I’m so short. I’m twelve years old, but I look nine. You know you’ve got serious issues when you’re a gymnast and you’re still considered tiny. “I’m a Junior Elite,” I said quickly. 

“I see,” she said. “Well, your group is just finishing up on the beam. You’ll have to do some stretches first, of course, but would you like to join them now?”

I shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

“Mrs. Morgan, you’re welcome to stay. We have a comfortable viewing area for the parents, and a full concession stand with snacks and drinks available.”

I glanced at my mom, looking for some sign that she was at least tempted. That she was considering watching me practice, even for a second. It wasn’t that she was a bad mother. She made sure I ate breakfast every morning, and on the weekends sometimes we would do something fun, like go to the aquarium or the mall. It’s just, you know how little kids are always calling out to their moms when they’re in the pool, or on top of the jungle gym? Look at me! Mom, look! I saw her glance at her watch, obviously worried about getting back to Ben and the big-boy potty, and wondered when 
she had stopped looking. She used to cheer when I did somersaults in the living room, but she hadn’t even come to my last competition, because it was Parents’ Night Out at the day care.

“Don’t worry,” I said to her before she could answer. “I’ll be fine. And if I fall and break my neck, they have your info, right? So they’ll call you.”

“Britt, don’t even joke about something like that,” my mom said, giving a little laugh like, Kids say the darnedest things, don’t they? “But I do have to 
get going. You behave yourself, okay? I’ll be back 
to pick you up after practice.”

“On time,” I said. My mom had a habit of being late to everything. Her autobiography could have been titled I’m on My Way: The Pamela 
Morgan Story, because she’s always saying she’s “on the way” when in fact she’s just about to jump into the shower, or she’s still putting on her makeup.

“I’ll do my best. But if I’m not here by then—” She dug through her purse, which was this huge lumpy designer thing that was like an abyss for receipts, credit cards, and cell phones. Finally, she pulled out a ten-dollar bill and handed it to me. “Just buy yourself a snack, all right?”

“Fine.”

She tugged on my short blond ponytail and gave me a smile. She thinks it’s the greatest thing that I’m a natural blonde, because she’s not—she goes to the salon once a month to get her color touched up. She says by the time I’m her age, my hair will have turned a light brown, too, and that I’ll be “pleased as punch” if and when I have a blond daughter who’ll match my dye job and make it look natural. I’m 
not even kidding—she actually thinks about things like that.

Once she was gone, Melanie stood up to lead me toward the Excessive Beams. She nodded at my duffel bag, which had the name of my old gym, Loveland Gymnastics, emblazoned across the side. “Do you have a leo in there, or . . .”

I unzipped my hoodie, showing a shiny blue leotard underneath. “A girl’s always gotta be prepared, right?”

She laughed. Now that my mom was gone, she didn’t seem so uptight. “Very true. And your name is Brittany?”

“You can call me Britt,” I said. 

There were three girls practicing on the beams, and as we walked up, one of them did a perfect punch front tuck, landing squarely on the four-inch-wide balance beam. I do a back tuck in my routine, but it’s not nearly as hard-core—you can see the beam as you come down, so it’s easier to land. The punch front has a completely blind landing.

There was the Chinese woman I recognized from the brochure—the head coach, Mo Li—directing another girl, who was practicing full turns. “Keep your eyes focused ahead,” Mo kept saying. “Look at one spot on wall. Are you looking at one spot?”

Full Turn Girl spun around once more and wobbled slightly. “I’m trying,” she mumbled. I don’t know if the coach heard her, but I did.

Maybe later, I thought, I could start up a conversation with Full Turn Girl. “Hey,” I would say casually while we were at the fountain filling up our water bottles. “I totally feel you on the full-turn thing. I mean, ‘do a complete three-sixty but keep your eyes on one spot?’ How is that even possible?”

It was a start, but I’d have to make it funnier. “Did you ever see that movie where the girl gets possessed or whatever? My mom wouldn’t let me watch it, but once I came downstairs to get a Coke and I saw the girl’s head spinning all the way around. I bet you she could do that full turn, no problem!”

It would really have helped if I’d remembered the name of that movie, or if I’d seen more of it. Maybe I’d just pretend I had seen the whole thing. Then Full Turn Girl wouldn’t think I was a baby.

On the third beam, a tall girl with a long, curly ponytail executed a flawless full turn. I recognized her instantly: Brochure Girl. She was even more gorgeous than she’d looked in the picture, and I was suddenly very conscious of my small, pale legs and the way my too-short ponytail jutted out from my head instead of cascading down my back.

“Mo,” Melanie said, trying to get the coach’s attention, “this is Britt. She’s the Junior Elite from Ohio.”

Mo looked me over with sharp eyes, from my flip-flops with my bright pink toenails peeping out to the top of my white-blond head. “No gum,” she said.

I’d played this scene in my head several times on the drive over and imagined many two-word introductions. Hello, Britt, maybe, or Oh, fantastic! 
or even You’re just the gymnast we’ve been waiting for!—which is more than two words, but still. 
I hadn’t really considered the idea that the first words my new coach would say to me might be 
No gum. 

But I wanted to show her that I was serious, so I swallowed it whole, making an exaggerated gulping sound, then smiled. “No gum,” I agreed.

From her position high up on one of the beams, Brochure Girl rolled her eyes.

“I introduce you,” Mo said. “Britt, these are your new teammates: Jessie, Noelle, and Christina.”

Noelle was the one with the awesome punch front, so it made sense that she was the state beam champion. She had the perfect body for a gymnast, too—she was small and compact, like me, but she didn’t look nine. Although she smiled at me when I looked at her, her brown eyes were very serious, and I knew she was going to be competition.

That’s okay, though. I like a challenge.

Brochure Girl was Christina. She was slim, and supertall—for a gymnast, anyway. It’d be a while before I could even dream of being five feet tall, so anyone who came close seemed like a giant to me. She also didn’t look very friendly. Maybe her ponytail was too tight. 

The girl who’d been struggling with the full turn was Jessie. She gave me a little wave, and I waved back. Suddenly the friendly conversation I’d imagined with her by the water fountain didn’t seem so impossible.

I wriggled out of my pants, shoving them into my bag with my hoodie, and started to climb up onto one of the beams, but Mo shook her head. “We move to floor, but stretch first.” 

Mo quickly listed the succession of stretches she wanted us to do before walking over to talk to someone at the front desk. I didn’t catch the exact order, but I figured I could just follow what everyone else was doing. Jessie took a spot on the floor next to me, and Noelle and Christina faced us, stretching out into a straddle position. This was my first chance to speak to them, and I tried to think of something to say. Something clever, preferably. Something that would make them think, Man, that new girl’s all right.

“So,” I said. “Is it all work and no play here, or what?”

Christina snorted. “It’s an Elite gym,” she said. “What did you expect? For us to take turns jumping on the trampoline?”

“No, that’s not—” I tried to think of a better way to phrase it. “I mean, I was training Elite back in Ohio, too. I just meant . . .”

“Lay off, Christina,” Jessie said, her voice 
muffled as she reached to touch her toes. She lifted her head, looking at me. “How long have you been in gymnastics?”

“I started when I was three,” I said. “My mom says I was always doing somersaults and rolling 
off the couch, and she started to worry about me cracking my head open.”

“That would explain a lot,” Christina muttered.

I was kind of stunned by Christina’s open 
animosity, and I couldn’t formulate a decent comeback. I was grateful when Mo finally called us to line 
up at the corners of the forty square feet of blue 
carpet we called “the floor.” 

“Tumbling passes!” she said. “Warm up.”

For several minutes, we took turns flipping across the floor. They weren’t the passes we were actually going to do in competition or anything, just easy stuff, like handsprings and layouts, which are basically just flips with or without hands. No twists, no extra flips, nothing fancy. It got us ready for our big moves, and for me, it had the added benefit of getting me used to the floor.

Every floor mat is slightly different. This is weird, because they’re regulation size and made out of the same materials, but each one has a 
different feeling under your feet. Like, the one at 
my old gym was a little spongier than this one, somehow. Even though I knew that the carpet was probably bought from the exact same place, the 
one at my old gym used to feel like you could sink your toes in it if you pressed down hard enough. This new floor felt nothing like that. It was like 
linoleum—flat and hard, but with springs underneath it, of course.

“Okay,” Mo said, after telling me my legs had come apart as I did back handsprings. (This was not the first time I’d heard that, believe me. So far, the only solution I could think of was to superglue my ankles together. For this year’s state competition, maybe I would try it.) “Jessie, you stay on floor to do combo pass. Other girls, to the pit.”

The pit is the reason I am in love with gymnastics. Seriously, I want to marry it. The pit is where you get to do crazy tricks and land on an eight-inch-thick foam mat, and you don’t have to worry as much about hurting yourself. If you’re trying something really new, you get to do it and land in a pit filled with loose foam, which is like flipping into marshmallows, only less sticky. My old coach used to spot me on a triple tucked somersault in the loose foam pit, even though I probably never would’ve been able to do it on the actual floor. I hoped Mo was that cool.

I lined up behind Noelle and Jessie at the 
pit and glanced at Mo. “What should I do?” I 
asked.

“What can you do?”

I shrugged. 

“Show me,” Mo said.

Noelle did a back double pike into the pit, her body folded in half and rotating two complete times in the air. Then Christina turned out a double twist that was pretty good, I had to admit (when I did twists, I had a tendency to overdo them; at one competition back in Ohio, I just kept spinning like a cyclone, even when my feet had already hit the mat. I lost a few tenths of a point for stepping out of bounds on that one).

Then it came to me. All the other girls were lined up by the mirror on the wall, and they stared straight at me as I took a deep breath and prepared for my pass. I could feel Mo’s eyes on me, too, and I knew this was big. I had to impress her. I had to impress them. 

Technically, I hadn’t done gymnastics in a week—I mean, other than some aerials in our brand-new front yard (which had a huge cactus in the middle of it—not good if your flipping gets a 
little wonky, like mine does sometimes), and I walked around the house on my hands until my mom told me to quit, but that was all. I knew I 
probably should play it safe on this first pass, and ease myself into it. 

But that just wasn’t my style. Instead, I ran as fast as I could, my arms pumping as my instincts took over, and then I was leaping into a round-off to a back handspring. I could feel the momentum in my body, and I knew I would pull it through before my feet even left the ground: a full-twisting double somersault.

I could’ve piked it to make it a little harder; it would’ve been the same move that Noelle had done, but with a twist added to make it interesting. But instead, I tucked my legs up close to my chest, just to be sure I could make it all the way around. I 
landed in the pit with room to spare, so I knew 
I would’ve rocked it if we’d been on the actual floor. As I sank into the soft foam, I threw my hands up in a salute, even though this wasn’t a competition and there were no judges.

At least, not the kind who give you scores. I heard light applause from Mo’s direction. “Not bad,” she said. 

Just then, Christina burst into tears and ran for the locker room. Noelle shot me a look before heading after her. 

I glanced at Jessie over on the floor.

“What?” I asked. “What’d I do?”

Jessie bit her lip, and her green eyes looked worried. “Christina’s been trying to do that move for months,” she said. “She can do it with a spot, but without one…she wipes out every time.”

Later, I came up with about fifteen appropriate 
responses to that, like: Oh, I’m sorry to hear that 
and Maybe I can help her. But for some reason, my channel-surfing brain garbled the message, and I ended up blurting out a snarky line from one of the reality shows my mom liked to watch when 
she came home from work. “If you can’t stand the heat,” I said, “get out of the kitchen.”

When the head chef on the reality show declared that exact same thing, all the contestants had laughed. But Jessie wasn’t laughing, and I 
wondered how I was supposed to land on my feet when I always had one firmly planted in my mouth?
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Mo gave us a five-minute break, and Jessie joined the other girls in the locker room. Mo said it would be a good time for me to claim a locker and put my 
stuff away. 

I really didn’t want to go in there. I mean, I wanted to say something to Christina, but what? 
I barely understood what I’d done, much less how to fix it. 

Then again, I felt kind of stupid hanging out 
all by myself. I inched over to the water fountain, but there was only so long I could pretend to gulp down the frigid water. I didn’t really want to drink a lot, because then it would have sloshed around 
in my stomach for the rest of practice, and I hated that.

I thought about working on my leaps on the floor; my last coach had always been telling me I could use some serious improvement in that area. Don’t get me wrong, I could jump super high, and getting at least a 180-degree split was absolutely no problem. But it was the whole too-much-energy thing again. Sometimes, I had trouble controlling my leaps and connecting them to other dance elements, which meant I lost valuable bonus points from my score.

But then I started imagining all the things they might be saying in there behind my back, and so I crossed over to the locker room and pushed the door open. Like the rest of the gym, it was state-of-the-art, with lockers that actually looked as if they’d been painted in this century. At Loveland, my old gym, I’d chipped almost all the orange paint off the front of my locker. If I’d stayed there for another month or two, I probably could’ve gotten the whole thing down to the metal.

“—big deal,” Noelle was saying. “She’s just 
a kid.”

So, they had been talking about me. “Hey, guys,” I said.

You know that phrase If looks could kill? Yeah, so did Christina, apparently. She was glaring at me with her dark eyes, her expression intensified by the sheen of tears.

Noelle and Jessie just looked uncomfortable. I decided to try to make amends. “Look, Christina, I’m sorry if—”

“How old are you, anyway?” Christina asked.

“I’m twelve,” I said. At least that would make it better, right? That I wasn’t some kind of wonder kid?

Although I did kind of like the idea of being 
a wonder kid.

“You’re twelve?” Noelle said. “So am I. When will you be thirteen?”

“Next February.” My birthday had just passed, so I hadn’t been twelve for very long. 

“I’ll be thirteen in December,” Noelle said. 

“Cool,” I said, turning to Christina and Jessie. “How old are you guys?”

“I’m fourteen,” Jessie said, cautiously adding, “Christina is thirteen.”

Christina just rolled her eyes.

I wondered if I should try to apologize again. “Hey,” I said. “I’m really sorry that I upset you, with my full-in, I mean.” 

Sometimes gymnastics can be kind of confusing. If you do a double flip with a full twist on the first flip, you call it a full-in. If it’s on the second flip, it’s a full-out. And if you split the twist evenly between both flips, it’s a half-in, half-out.

Maybe that explained why I was so good at math—even doing a floor routine could be like a word problem.

Christina stood up, and I remembered how much taller than me she was—I only came up to her chest. 

Noelle picked at some dry skin on her hand (one of the many side effects of being a gymnast, unfortunately—all that chalk that we use makes 
our hands like parchment), acting as if she didn’t even notice the tension between Christina and 
me. But Jessie’s eyes darted between the two of us. 

“Come on, Christina,” Jessie said. “You know she didn’t mean anything by it. So she can do a move that you can’t; big deal. Maybe she could teach it to you, ever think of that? Then you could finally make the Elite team.”

“Wait,” I said. “You’re not an Elite yet?”
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