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      For anyone who’s ever felt like
they weren’t good enough.

      
      This is for you.
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Foreword


      
      For those of you that often wondered what makes a champion, someone that excels beyond expectations, I encourage you to read
         this very personal and engaging book by Alexandra Orlando, one of Canada’s most successful female athletes. I have had the
         good fortune of seeing “Alex” grow from an awkward but talented teenaged athlete into an inspirational young woman who shattered
         records around the world, always with grace, poise and humility.
      

      
      Our Canadian amateur athletes are a special breed. After 20 years of involvement with them, I still wonder at their dedication,
         focus, determination and strength of character. None of them have unrealistic expectations of financial success from sport—quite
         the opposite. They all sacrifice for their sport, as do their families. Yet, this amazing cohort of young people from every
         part of Canada and from every different family background, have a common trait, a strong belief in their country, a desire
         to represent all of us well, and a determination to win medals not just for themselves, but also for Canada.
      

      
      Alex has done a wonderful job in her book, bringing to life the very real struggles our athletes face on the road to elite
         level international competition and the winners’ podium. Most of us only see the magical moment of triumph on our TV screens.
         Alex’s book tells the story of the arduous journey to get there, the pain and sacrifice, the many losses and near wins that
         precede great victory, and yes, the thrill of success.
      

      
      Perhaps the body of an elite level athlete is a gift, but I can assure you that the mind, skill and character of a champion
         is not a genetic fluke, it is the years in the pursuit of excellence and dogged determination that transforms the gift and
         propels them to heights we can only marvel at. I claim perspective on athletes despite never being one. I’ve had the benefit of working with them
         from several vantage points, and they continue to inspire me. Whether as head of an organizing committee, head of a major
         sponsor, or chair of a fundraising group, our athletes have never disappointed me or let me down. In those 20 years I’ve seen
         many win, far more lose, but every one of them gave everything they had, for themselves, their families, their supporters
         and their country.
      

      
      Alex’s book is a poignant story of an athlete coming of age, navigating not only the turmoil of youth, but also the pressure
         of competition and the path to international gold medals. I have watched Alex compete many times in many countries, but my
         fondest and most telling memory was off the field of play. An important part of sport is raising funds so that our athletes
         can train and compete. Government grants cover a fraction of the costs. As an advocate for our athletes, I’ve never been bashful
         about asking the public and private sector for money to support our athletes. I always brought along my secret weapon, the
         athletes themselves. They are so gifted, so compelling, that potential sponsors and supporters were generally transfixed by
         their message, none more so than Alex.
      

      
      Alex is an inspirational speaker, connecting with the many audiences we spoke to. She gave of her time unstintingly despite
         a hectic schedule of school, training, and competition. At one such event, leading up to the 2006 Melbourne Commonwealth Games,
         she casually leaned over to me just before I went up to speak, and told me she was going to win 5 gold medals in Australia.
         It wasn’t boastful or bravado, and not a hint of ego, it was a statement pure and simple, delivered with her usual soft voice
         and engaging smile. I dutifully reported that conversation to our potential sponsors. Read her book, and find out how that
         promise turned out!
      

      
      That was many years and events ago. Alex has grown into an inspiring and accomplished young woman, one of our most successful
         athletes, and she continues to support our athletes after retiring from competition. I recommend her book to you, you will
         find it touching, truthful and compelling, an excellent insight into the making of a champion, told by a real person with
         humour, humility and compassion.
      

      
      George Heller

      
      Chair of the Commonwealth Games Foundation

      
      Former CEO & President of the Hudson’s Bay Company

      



      
Prologue


      
      Long before “gymnast” was officially attached to the end of my name, I was just Alex.

      
      I can barely remember her now, what she felt like, who she was. A memory, a life so deep into my past it’s been washed away
         as if it never existed. I sit at the kitchen table now, close my eyes and imagine her then. A life she had only just begun
         living, a world she only saw in her dreams. That little girl would single-handedly change the course of her family’s life
         with the decisions she made and the goals she set for herself. No one saw it coming.
      

      
      There are moments when time seems to stand still, not for long, but long enough to catch a glimpse of the people buzzing around
         you. You’re the one in slow motion. Leaning over the kitchen counter reading or writing, I’m always in someone’s way. My father’s
         in the fridge searching for something to satisfy his appetite before dinner, of course; and my mother is frustrated that we’re
         in her domain, while my sister is talking so loud the room vibrates. Food and dishes litter the counters, and it seems like
         we make and eat food simultaneously sometimes. Music is blaring and my nonna (grandmother) is attempting to add things to
         my mother’s concoction, which is never a good idea. The room comes to life. I close my eyes and feel ten again, at the same
         table in the same room. But so much has happened in my short lifetime that I don’t believe I could be back there again. It
         was so long ago that I lived under this roof, back to a time and to a life that seems like a distant dream to me now.
      

      
      This house where it all began has scattered memories and pieces of a past that once consumed us. You can walk through and
         catch a glimpse of a medal hiding under a pile of papers, or a framed picture of my former life. Our former life, I should
         say. Alex in Bulgaria, Alex in France, Spain, Brazil, China.… It was nothing out of the ordinary to see half-filled suitcases
         in the hallways or flight itineraries taped to the fridge. My childhood room is a shrine to athletics. There are photo albums under
         the coffee table of Alex the Athlete, Alex the Gymnast. It’s hard to believe I even existed out of the gym. There are hardly
         any photos of me that aren’t related to sport. My older sister Victoria has boxes documenting her first steps, her first dance,
         and every family event where my mom could play dress-up with her. When I think of my big sis as a kid, she is an Orlando.
         We’re both all sass and a little bit of trouble. But for anyone who has met us, that’s a given.
      

      
      My photos consist of a little girl in a bun and pink velvet catsuits, the occasional tracksuit, and a million gymnastic poses.
         You can feel my energy bursting out of the photographs, my big smile and buckteeth glistening, my eyes taking charge. I was
         an infectious bundle of something, a spunky kid with this larger than life persona; a brat, a drama queen, and a hilariously
         funny and entertaining spitfire. I was a handful and always will be. It’s in my nature.
      

      
      Every single person in this kitchen was affected by who I had become. I’ll have to live with that for the rest of my life.
         They took it all—the good, the bad, and the horribly ugly. Never a dull moment. And not once did they complain. For years
         we never went on a family vacation as I could never get any time off training. My mom had to shuttle my teammates and I back
         and forth to the gym, feed me, and make sure I pulled through those exhausted mornings when I couldn’t drag myself out of
         bed. Without her it would have all fallen apart. I was too young to do it alone, and my mom was my agent, by my side to guide
         me, in front to protect me, and behind me to help me climb that hill. We were inseparable for so many years, our lives intertwined
         and so tightly woven that she knew everything, all the time. It became her full-time job, and she naturally filled the role,
         never once doubting why she was devoting her life to this. She gave up her time so selflessly and put her nerves on the line,
         all for me. When you’re younger you have no idea what that means, what kinds of sacrifices people make for you. You can’t
         even fathom what they give up for your dreams, not theirs, and what they battle for you, and only you. She gave up not only her time, but a life she may have wanted and a break
         to relax that she never got. It is because of her that we have the photos that adorn the hallways. It is because of her willingness
         to make me happy that I can say, “I’m an Olympian”. It is because of her that our family has stayed together through those
         rough times when you don’t think you’ll be able to recover.
      

      
      A glimpse into our lives is easy enough. Just step inside our kitchen and you’ll find us—the real Orlandos. The commotion
         inside looks confusing, almost alarming with heated body language. But take a closer look and you’ll see that we’re not yelling
         or mad at all. Over the top, exaggerated and loud, the Orlando household has always been one full of surprises. Look again,
         closer this time, and the frail older woman with fiery red hair is my nonna, Flora. You can tell that there’s a story behind
         her eyes, a sadness that only a widow would recognize, the tiredness of a woman who won’t give up. When she smiles, it looks
         familiar, like a Mona Lisa.
      

      
      The woman with the killer haircut and the stylish clothes, who never sits down—that’s my mother, Marisa. The Energizer Bunny
         that takes care of everyone but herself. This is her domain. She controls the room, jumping between the stove, the grill,
         the fridge and the sink… and we all just get in her way. She smiles at our laughter, shakes her head at our stupidity, and
         sighs when we tease her, and even worse when we imitate her. She’s an open book, and even from afar you can see how we all
         abuse her good heart.
      

      
      The tanned, incredibly jacked guy with a drink in his hand is my father, Paul, or “Paully” in a New York accent, as we know
         him. Standing next to him or even from a house’s length away, there is no mistaking that this man is larger than life. People
         who don’t even know him, gravitate to him. The wild way he tells stories and the strong drinks he mixes, this “25-year-old”
         keeps getting younger and younger. He’s a magnet, and you’re mesmerized by him no matter how many times you might have heard
         the same story.
      

      
      You can tell that the beautiful girl sitting beside him marches to her own beat. With an edgy, curly haircut, and skin draped with jewellery, she captures the attention of everyone in the
         room. You couldn’t miss this one. That’s my older sister, Victoria, the girl I would’ve died to be for so many years. We still
         argue over our seat at the table and about cutting each other off when trying to tell a story. She is louder than my father,
         if you can believe it, learned from the best; and she brings our family together. She’s a diva and a hippie at heart. Every
         time she rolls her eyes, you know she means business.
      

      
      Sitting there, more often than not quietly, is a young man who cannot possibly be related to these crazy people. Caucasian,
         clean cut with a smirk on his face, he must have been dragged into this mess. It’s my brother-in-law, Kyle. The way he looks
         at my sister gives it away, they must be in love. I could only wish for someone to look at me like that one day. Soaking it
         all in, he seems amused and intrigued. Over the past ten years you’d think he’d get tired of us. He’s a Thunder Bay boy stuck
         in a Sicilian soap opera. It doesn’t get any better than that.
      

      
      And then there’s a young woman leaning on the table, legs crossed underneath her, perched like a cat ready to pounce. She’s
         constantly playing with her long black hair, and you can’t seem to figure this one out. She’s a mystery, jumping in enthusiastically
         to a conversation one second, only to sink into her chair with stubborn pursed lips the next. She barely sips her vino, but
         lovingly rests her head on Victoria’s shoulder or messes up Marisa’s hair. There’s pain there, but fire. A light inside of
         her desperately trying to shine. She’ll find her way; you can feel it in your bones.
      

      
      Long before sport and before gymnastics, I think we were a normal family once. I actually don’t remember a time when someone
         would describe us as normal. The beauty of my family and why we are so connected is that we’re not afraid of fighting, of
         saying whatever we want and letting things get heated. We make fun of each other, we always want to have a good time, and
         we fill our house with music. It’s a vibe, a frequency that hits you right in the face when you walk in the door. It is warm
         and inviting, everyone is welcome here. They all have such an incredible way of making you feel like you belong. In this crazy, overloaded,
         overwhelming world, I am grateful to come home to something real, something beautiful, something we take for granted when
         we shouldn’t.
      

      
      Fifteen years we’ve been under the same roof, and if only these walls could talk. The scenes it’s seen, the words it’s heard,
         the tears that we tried to hide. This house knows us better than we know ourselves. All the rolled eyes, the looks shot across
         the room and the quiet days where you could be sad when no one was watching. Even through the hard times, the amount of joy
         that soaked into the very foundations of the house, the beams that hold it all together, kept us standing tall. The laughter,
         storytelling and family time that I could always count on made navigating the last couple of years actually possible. Without
         them by my side, I never would have had the life that I did. If these walls could talk, they would say that we are people
         that become our best selves when we’re around each other. We are a family that thrives on good music, good food, good company
         and good times. We make fun of each other and yell. We dance in the middle of our living room and on tables. We pour wine
         like we pour out our hearts to the ones we love. We will protect each other no matter what, blood is thicker than water. I
         would go to the end of the earth and back for any one of them. They are my base, and they make me who I am. We worry about
         each other, we feel each other’s pain, and we will always be there for one another no matter what.
      

      
      We are not a perfect family, but we are perfect to me. I wouldn’t change one thing about us for the world. In every flaw there
         is a positive, in every weakness there is a silent strength. We are continuously learning from each other. We are living.
      

      
      Sitting around our kitchen table, we learn, we grow, we cry, we hate. We realize who we are and what we couldn’t live without:
         the secrets, the shame, the joys, the triumphs, and the little moments where our love is the strongest. This table holds our
         weight, like a rock, unwavering no matter how rough the storm. The cold marble that is stained with our tears is a part of us. It remembers the broken glasses and late night rendezvous. It remembers the
         people that it has touched, and their stories. There’s no escaping it.
      

      
      Over the years I have transformed into the woman I am today, all in front of their eyes. Phase by phase they have seen me
         fall, dust myself off and get back up again. Fall and stay down, suffocating. Drowning, but finding air to breathe. Fall,
         get back up and learn from my mistakes, find my footing, climb higher, push through and feel the light shine on my face.
      

      
      They were there when I was that little gymnast who didn’t know who she was, and the tomboy that fought off any boy who made
         fun of her sport. They were there when I started travelling all over the world and found myself Canadian National Champion
         at thirteen, and when I missed qualifying for the Olympics. They were there when my world came crashing down all around me,
         when I lost myself. They were there when I broke a World Record, and when I fell in love. They were there when I got my heart
         broken, and when I finally marched into the Olympic stadium behind the Canadian flag.
      

      
      They were there when I retired and gave it all up. They were there when I found myself.

   



      
      I couldn’t tell you how I dragged myself out of bed some days

      
      How I begged and pleaded with that voice inside my head

      
      The exhaustion consumed me

      
      I could feel the heaviness in my heart

      
      But it’s just one more day

      
      You can get through this, you’re stronger than this

      
      Try a little harder girl, there’s no excuses now

      
      What’s the matter with you?

      
      Get up now she said, it’s time to go now she said

      
      How I dreaded those words

      
      Another day, another day of the unexpected

      
      Would I make it through? I never knew

      
      What’s the matter with you?

      
      If you don’t want to be here, it’s too late for that, you have to

      
      They’re all watching you, counting on you

      
      Try a little harder girl, there’s no excuses now

      
      You wanted this remember

      
      No turning back

      
      Just get through today and forget about tomorrow

      
      Counting only makes the days seem longer

      
      



      
Chapter 1:


      
      Alex the Gymnast

      
      From the beginning I was just a girl that loved to play sports, and was an extremely competitive little thing. I played it
         all, and wanted to win. Even a game of soccer or baseball with the boys at recess became the World Cup or the World Series.
         And I was the worst sore loser, always wanting to be the best, not settling for anything less. I would practice over and over
         again to be better the next time, to come out on top. I was fast. Not the most technically skilled, but the one that tried
         the hardest. There’s something to be said for those kids that may not be a natural, but work harder than any of their teammates.
         These are the ones that come in early and run drills, and keep pushing and pushing themselves. They listen to their coaches,
         watch others, learn, and make a conscious effort to get better, to prove to themselves that they can do it. They are the ones
         with heart. When I was younger, I never really understood that expression. We all have heart, we all show up to play and be
         a part of a team. What did that mean?
      

      
      When I went from just playing sports to starting a career as a Canadian athlete, I began to realize just what it took to be
         an athlete and compete for your country. This was the heart that everyone was talking about, the heart that you needed to
         make it.
      

      
      It was a fluke that I even found rhythmic gymnastics to begin with, which was the most obscure, unpopular, least respected
         sport in North America. I was five years old, and after getting delicately kicked out of ballet lessons for being too rambunctious,
         it was recommended that I try this thing called “rhythmic”. My parents had never heard of it before. They had played traditional
         sports. My dad grew up playing baseball in the Bronx. They weren’t used to anything like this, but we found a small club in Toronto,
         one of the first ones in the city, and thought we’d give it a try. Victoria got roped into trying it as well.
      

      
      We would go to Saturday morning classes at a public school, squeeze into little blue bodysuits, and run around for a few hours.
         This was my first exposure to the sport, and I was hooked. It was the most challenging thing I had ever tried. Rhythmic gymnastics
         is a combination of acrobatics, gymnastics, dance, ballet, and Cirque de Soleil skills. There are five different apparatus:
         rope, hoop, ball, clubs, and ribbon. Not only do you have to master how to handle each one, but also learn four different
         body techniques and perform it all simultaneously and effortlessly. Flexibilities, balances, turns and jumps are the main
         components, and take years to perfect and hone. There are moves you will never master, and ways of contorting your body that
         only a select few individuals can achieve. Each body group has dozens of elements for all different levels that each gymnast
         works her way through; some never being attempted. The sheer skill and ability to execute elements depends on your natural
         flexibility, over extension, balance, coordination, and fearlessness. This is a sport that is all about repetition. Doing
         one thing over and over and over, waking up the next day bruised, cut and sore, and doing it again, re-opening the burns and
         scabs—repeating it until you get it, and then get it again. Not only are you meant to perform flawlessly, but you must squeeze
         all your elements into a minute and a half that flows to a piece of instrumental music with ease. Masking the intense power,
         strength and energy with beauty and grace is the name of the game, and probably the hardest part of the sport. It is meant
         to look easy. This is what you work endless hours in the gym to achieve, to be able to shut your eyes and move your body with
         an almost innate precision, knowing exactly how to move your feet to a rhythm, upside down, bent in half on the floor with
         a ball balanced in your back. It’s about feeling the music from within, and being able to check your nerves at the door and
         perform in front of a firing squad of judges, scrutinizing your every move, breath and finger placement. When I was five, I just wanted to have fun doing something I thought would be easy. Rhythmic
         definitely wasn’t this. My face would go beet red as I stood on my tiptoes trying to make a perfect set of spirals with a
         ribbon that was six metres long, and which shouldn’t touch the floor. My arm muscles would give out after ten seconds. Who
         knew the amount of energy that went into such a simple-looking thing? That’s what drew me in: that I couldn’t do something
         I thought I could. To master this skill was such a big feat, such an accomplishment, that it couldn’t compare to scoring a
         goal at soccer or running on a track. For me, this was my Everest, and I felt like that every single day for the next seventeen
         years of my life—striving for perfection, knowing that you could always be better, you could always work harder, and you could
         always take yourself further.
      

      
      Ever since the beginning, rope has always been my nemesis. It’s a thinner, heavier skipping rope intricately woven to be a
         lean, mean fighting machine. To get a good grip on it you tie two knots at the ends and burn off the edges so it doesn’t fray.
         Every gymnast has their own way of tying the ends to fit with their hands. It’s all about feel. You become hyper aware of
         your body through working with each apparatus that it’s almost a sixth sense. My rope and I never got along. It whipped me,
         gave me burns and scars, and it took years for me to get a feel for her. She had a mind of her own in a sport where you need
         to be in control every single second. Rope skills are fast and complicated, and the shapes you make need to be precise and
         sharp. When throwing it up in the air you need to know that the knots are coming down perfectly into your hands, and it needs
         to be perfect at all times.
      

      
      Jumps are the main body component that aligns with the rope event. Every routine is a minute and a half, and within that there
         are requirements for every athlete, just like figure skating. Every few years the code of points changes, and the number of
         elements goes up or down depending on whether the apparatus skills increase. Some years there is more focus on the artistic
         component of the sport, the music, the flow, and tricks with the apparatus; and there are bonus points for athletes who try incredibly difficult skills. Other years it’s difficulty based, with more
         emphasis on body elements and how many high level jumps you can fit into the time limit. Gymnasts constantly have to adapt
         and transform their skills and abilities. The best girls in the world are the ones that can do it all, that have the technical
         and the artistic side, the power and the grace.
      

      
      Jumps are the most physically demanding of the body groups. You have to jump high and lightly. It’s more than just doing the
         splits in the air. There are jumps where you completely bend in half while taking flight, some that involve turning, and some
         where you even lose sight of the ground and are contorting your body in ways that you never thought possible. You have to
         use the momentum of your takeoff and your arms to lift you up, and another technique to guide you through a proper landing.
         There are jumps where you switch your legs into positions in the air within milliseconds, and perform these two or three times
         in a row. You can’t forget the apparatus either, which has to be constantly moving, and most of the time you are trying to
         throw it up twenty feet in the air or catch it while you’re mid-jump.
      

      
      Hoop was always my favourite. It has similar characteristics to a hula hoop, but it definitely isn’t one. It’s thicker and
         heavier, made of a special kind of plastic that is malleable but firm. The way it moves on your hands or rotates in the air
         depends on its shape, and to keep it in good shape and not warped is always a challenge. Your hoop should come up to your
         hip bone, but mine was always smaller, which meant it was faster, and I could manipulate it better. With most apparatus there
         are planes that you have to keep it rotating on for good technique. But trying to teach someone how to rotate a hoop on their
         hand can take months, which is the most basic move. It came naturally to me, and I was able to get a feel for it early on,
         being able to toss it up in the air and perform two or three somersaults underneath it, catching it in my legs on the floor,
         or behind my back. There are so many interesting skills you can come up with, and I used to count down the days till the summer when I could just play around with it and come up with new ways of throwing it up in
         the air or catching it. The sky is the limit. You can use your feet, your hands, your neck; throw it in any direction, behind
         your back, in the middle of an acrobatic element or jump. Hoop combines all the different body groups, and means you can pick
         and choose your best from the jumps, turns, balances and flexibilities category. It was always my time to show off, and it
         was the one apparatus that never really made me nervous when I was competing. Call it my lucky charm, but it calmed my nerves
         and set my confidence high. I could always rely on it to bring me up if I was having a particularly hard day at the gym (most
         of the time anyways). We had the occasional fights where it didn’t want to cooperate with me, it was in a mood… but I always
         forgave him.
      

      
      The ball is always heavier than people think, made of a thick plastic in all different colours and styles to match your personality
         or the theme of the routine. Ball was always my most emotional routine: The slower, dramatic event to showcase my expression
         as a dancer, which is my other passion. The whole focus of ball is to make it seem like it’s an extension of your body, that
         it flows smoothly from hand to hand and all over your body. When you throw it up in the air, that’s the only time it leaves
         the touch of your skin. As I got older, it was the most sensual, the most rhythmic of apparatus. It was beautiful if executed
         perfectly; a story being told in every step, every wave and shape your body made. There was something about it. It was as
         if the stadium would get so quiet all you could hear was the wind you were making with your movements. The ball was silent,
         rolling over the contours you made with your body, a mysterious love affair. As I changed as a person, my performances grew
         with me. My routines expressed a new part of me, a more emotional and more mature Alex. As I became a woman, exploring these
         newfound feelings through music and movement was liberating.
      

      
      The clubs are always the hardest apparatus to explain to people who haven’t stepped foot anywhere near the world of gymnastics.
         Clubs are long, hard and solid plastic batons that when held in your hand come up just past your elbows. They have a small
         ball on one end to hold in between your thumb and pointer finger, and a larger head that has always reminded me of a tulip.
         You have to see them to fully understand what they are; but they are definitely the most vicious, cruel apparatus of them
         all. When you’re younger there’s no mercy, and you learn very quickly not to let yourself bend your arms when working with
         them because you think that will be easier. When rotating these nunchucks in your hands, one bent elbow can send you to the
         hospital with a broken nose. I can’t count the bruises, bumps and black eyes that they’ve given me. You have to build up calluses
         to handle them, and when you’re first learning, your hands shake a little when you pull them out of your gym bag. Your shins
         brace themselves for what’s to come. Clubs are the most difficult apparatus to master, and when I talk about being fearless,
         this is where it comes in. You have to throw both up in the air, rotating perfectly beside each other in alignment, attempting
         to catch them out of your vision or with other parts of your body. Sprained and broken fingers become the norm. I even knew
         of a girl that looked up and got hit right in the mouth, chipping her front teeth.
      

      
      The main body element is balances, which are meant to slow you down so you can rotate the clubs and keep them moving constantly.
         Balances can consist of any shape you can imagine, like holding your leg up by your head with no help from your hands, or
         your body leaned forward with one of your legs straight up behind you, or even bending yourself into a straight line while
         holding on to one of your ankles from behind. Whatever shape you’re in, a balance is only a balance if you’re standing on
         the ball of your foot, up on your tiptoes, and you freeze in that pose for at least three seconds. It’s the longest three
         seconds of your life, clenching every single muscle, willing yourself to hold it. Of course, this is also while you are performing
         some sort of technique with the clubs in whatever hand you have free. The sound you would always try and avoid was the crashing
         weight of one of them hitting the floor. That sound always seemed to reverberate off the floor and into every room of the stadium, letting all your competitors
         know you just opened up a chance for them to knock you right out of medal contention.
      

      
      Of all the apparatus, ribbon was what I was known for. It was the most unpredictable apparatus, the one that gave everyone
         problems, even the world champions. She’s fickle, but I had learned to read her signals and get into her head. She’s six meters
         of silk ribbon, a few inches thick, which could never stop moving, hit the floor or your body. The ribbon was attached to
         a long, thin plastic stick that had a metal swivel to hold the two pieces together. Not only did it have to be constantly
         moving, but in shapes that were sharp, crisp and noticeable to all judges. Spirals were to be small and tight, every movement
         was to have a purpose, and every shape had to have meaning. When thrown in the air, it needed to create a cascading arch that
         seemed to float through the air. Not always my best event, but I grew into it, and it became my thing. I was able to turn
         like no one else, and I was fast, so much faster than my competitors. I would fly around the carpet dazzling the judges with
         the amount of rotations I performed and the technique I had. I rarely had a problem with ribbon, it was organic to me, something
         that I took pride in. I was the most comfortable and the most myself out there, and ribbon became a part of my persona as
         a gymnast. My ribbon routines were known worldwide. It became a must-see—my claim to fame.
      

      
      As I try and describe my sport in words, it doesn’t do it justice. I shut my eyes and see the girls I worshipped for so many
         years: the Eastern European world champions. These are athletes who seemed to do the impossible, who could connect with an
         audience across the world on a small television in a basement somewhere. I was a little girl sitting in a bodysuit, pointing
         her toes and watching these beautiful women perform. It’s not dance. It’s not acrobatics. It’s not a circus act. It’s its
         own creation. A performance sport. Rhythmic gymnastics embodies the idea that every athlete and coach could take their imagination
         to the limit and play with the body to create something unbelievable. It was something that came from inside of you.
      

      
      When I was younger, no one understood why I would want to give up soccer and track to do gymnastics. I was teased mercilessly
         at the time from boys who thought I was a stupid girl playing with a stick and a ribbon. But I loved it. That was all my parents
         needed to hear. My sister gave it up, not her thing. But for the first time it was my thing. I wasn’t copying her, or ending
         up in classes because she had already done them first and it was an easy carpool commute for my mom. No, this was all mine.
         I have never worked harder in my life than I did those first, early years of competing. I went from recreational Saturday
         morning classes to training three times a week, and then six times a week in what seemed like only a few months. It all happened
         so quickly.
      

      
      I started at a small club, one of the few clubs in Toronto at the time, and was surrounded by Eastern European culture and
         mannerisms. Estonian and Russian became the two languages I came to recognize very early on. I would race out of the car to
         get to the gym when my mom dropped me off for practice. My recreational coaches knew that I had the potential to start competing
         soon. I was only seven years old, but they could tell. I’ll never forget when the day of “just doing it for fun” changed into
         something more serious. The feel in the gym was different, and I was scared. I remember holding my mom’s hand as we walked
         into this new gym to meet my new competitive coach for the first time. It was in an old warehouse on Eastern Avenue where
         they filmed movies. At four stories high, the ceiling seemed to go on forever and ever. The gym could fit two full size competition
         carpets in it, and had a viewing area on the second floor for parents. There were change rooms and a carpeted space for ballet
         up on the third floor. Looking all around me, my eyes feasted on all the small details: the gym bags littering the floors,
         the ballet teacher’s stern voice, and the faint sounds of piano music echoing down from some other room, some other world.
         My eyes were open wide, and couldn’t take it all in. And then there was my coach, the Russian princess. She barely spoke any English then, but came over to us as bubbly as she still is today with her long blonde hair, heels and
         lipstick. She was something out of a television show, and I remember thinking that she couldn’t possibly be real. I let go
         of my mother’s hand as she wanted to take a good look at me, a closer look. Right there she pulled down my pants to see my
         body in my gym suit. I think my mother was in shock, completely frozen to the spot. She twirled me around. I had passed the
         inspection, except that I needed to grow my hair. “Young gymnasts do not have hair like boy,” she would say, and shake her
         head. And we did whatever she said. I started growing out my hair and coming three times a week. She was going to make me
         ready to compete. And did she ever.
      

      
      This was a whole new world. The girls were competitive and catty. We fought for our coach’s attention, always wanting to be
         the star. We were such a handful, so young and full of energy, moody and emotional. There were days when girls would sit and
         cry because they couldn’t do something or didn’t want to do it. She would yell, but only for a few minutes. She could be serious
         one moment and laughing and joking around with us the next, always finding that balance. I loved her. We trained on the older
         carpet beside the national level girls, who seemed larger than life to me once upon a time. But their coach was terrifying.
         She sat on the other side of the carpet so we didn’t see her… but we could hear her! She had peroxide blonde hair, straight
         as nails with black roots. She only wore black, and these big stiletto boots. Her eyes were catlike and dark, haunting almost.
         She wasn’t Russian, she was Bulgarian, and she couldn’t have been more different to my coach. This woman, this woman that
         I would think of as a mother in years to come, could make the hair stand up on the back of your neck when she stared you down.
         She could make your knees shake, and the thought of that shrill voice as she trained our future Olympians can still wake me
         up from even the deepest of sleeps.
      

      
      Here I was in this gym, this little thing getting ready to compete provincially for the first time, standing next to the beautiful
         and strong soon-to-be Canadian Olympian, Camille Martens. She was a goddess to me. So strong, fast and passionate. I could feel her from a mile away, the wind she created
         as she hit every movement. It was with every ounce of her energy that she did everything. Every raise of her arm or arch of
         her back, her energy was incredible. You couldn’t take your eyes off her. She was pushed and pushed, but she never broke.
         Camille was a machine in my eyes, and everything I wanted to be. Her coach told her to do something a hundred times, because
         maybe then she’d get it right. Camille didn’t even blink an eye, but moved to the side of the carpet and repeated this skill
         over and over until she got it right a hundred times. I’ll never forget her for the rest of my life: the sheer determination
         and unwillingness to give up. She left me in awe. I never looked up to any of the other national level girls like I did Camille.
         She was different. She had something that moved her from deep within herself that kept her going. I liked to think that I
         had that in me too. She always called me a street fighter, a little ball of fire. I wanted to be just like her.
      

      
      I was lucky to have my provincial coach for two whole years before I was ready to go national. She nurtured me and gave me
         the tools I needed to succeed, and those first competitions were the most exhilarating moments of my young, little life. I
         loved to compete, and it showed. I don’t remember being too nervous, more anxious to show off my routine that I had been working
         on for months. I felt calm with her standing behind me, hands on my shoulders, and she would whisper things in my ear, words
         of encouragement, things to remember. I would take it in and look at the judges and the crowd of people watching, and I waited
         for it to be my turn out there. Waves of excitement would come over me. Those first two years I was just getting my feet wet,
         realizing what it felt like not to win, to see some other girl come ahead of me, and to stare at my competition and feel the
         envy with a silver medal hanging around my neck. I was never the best, but always just so close with little mistakes that
         gave the others a chance to slide in front of me. Once I got a little taste of the top of the podium though, I wouldn’t settle
         for anything less. I had no idea how competitive I could be. I remember strutting around the gym with my team, and we were so proud of our club and our little
         group. We stuck to ourselves and thought we were the coolest girls there, in head-to-toe velvet catsuits. I grew out of that
         phase quickly, thank God.
      

      
      The next year I was actually known as being a pretty serious contender for provincial champion, and got a good dose of my
         own medicine when I didn’t handle the pressure. It was provincials, and I remember everyone coming from the practice gym to
         watch me, to watch what I would do out there. This was one of the first times that I would let the nerves get to me, but it
         wouldn’t be the last time. It was humbling to bite my tongue and stand off the podium, watching the silky ribbon hang from
         someone else’s neck. I congratulated them and then sat in the car and cried all the way home. It was a slap in the face. The
         disappointment was brutal. I still had a long way to go, but I knew that my parents and my coach believed in me. My coach
         knew what was in store for me over the next few years, and it was that summer that she broke the news to me that I should
         go national. I remember her talking with my mom and explaining what that would mean, how many more days of training it would
         be, the extra hours in the gym and how much more it would cost them. My mom took it all in, and even though it wouldn’t be
         easy, a burden more than anything else, she asked me what I wanted to do. I didn’t know where it would take me, I had no idea
         what kind of road this would lead me down, but I knew that I wanted to get better. I wanted to keep doing gymnastics, and
         if I had the potential to move to the next level, then I would do it. My parents always just wanted me to be happy, and I
         am so grateful for that because I know not all athletes have that kind of support system. It’s not just one person’s sacrifice,
         it’s a handful. When I began training every day except Saturday, it began to consume us. My sister still thought of me as
         a little brat, and probably welcomed me being out of the house every night. My mom became my permanent chauffeur. Forget dinners
         together, homework before 8:30 p.m., and any other sports. They forgot to mention one thing. I was going to be training with the national girls now… and with their coach.
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