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To my mother and dearly departed father. As Romanians starting a new life in America, your courage and resolve planted the seed in my heart to become a champion. For this and countless other reasons, I will always be grateful to you.

—D.M.

For my mother, who always supported me

—A.T.
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Ever since Mr. Van Buren had used the term muscle memory in science class, I’d been obsessed with the idea. The concept wasn’t new to me, but now I had a name for it. I’d been doing gymnastics practically since I could walk, so it was easy to believe that there were memories buried deep in the muscles of my legs and feet that were way older than the memory of the first time I ate watermelon, or saw the ocean. 

Now, standing at the very corner of the floor mat on my tiptoes, ready to launch into a tumbling pass, it wasn’t like I had time to consider all of the philosophical implications of this idea. But that was the whole point of muscle memory—I didn’t have to think. It was just there, in the flex of my ankles, the texture of the mat under the balls of my feet as I sprang into a run across the floor, the stretch of my calves as I kick-started the momentum that would carry me flipping from one end of the mat to the other. When I landed my double pike, my feet planted firmly and my hips square with my shoulders, it was like déjà vu. My body had been in this exact position so many times that I lay in bed at night and re-created it, until it was almost like I fell asleep flipping.

Cheng nodded his head and twirled his finger, his signal for again. With Cheng, you learned that this was all you were going to get. He was not the most vocal of coaches, and would never be the one to sweep you up in a bear hug on national television and scream, “You did it! You did it!” but he showed his satisfaction in other ways. Mostly, it was by telling you to keep working.

“Man,” Britt said, rubbing chalk on the bottoms of her feet as she joined me at the corner of the floor. “Hasn’t he heard of the Thirteenth Amendment? I’m pretty sure it abolished slavery.”

I smiled just enough to let Britt know I’d heard her, but not so much that it might have looked like I was participating in the conversation. Britt was the newest gymnast at Texas Twisters, and when she first got there, she had made a lot of waves because of how outspoken she was. She worked harder than she let on, and she was more determined now than she used to be, but sometimes she still joked around. It could be fun, but pretty much the only thing that scared me more than spiders was getting into trouble, so I tried not to give the coaches any reason to call me out.

Christina had been stretching on the side, but came over to line up behind Britt. “It can’t be slavery if you’re paying to be here,” she said, rolling her eyes. 

I preferred to avoid thinking about the dollars adding up and multiplying for every day that I trained at Texas Twisters. My parents never talked about how much it cost, exactly, but I knew being an Elite gymnast was not cheap.

“Noelle,” Christina said, jabbing me in the shoulder, “are you going to go, or what?”

I blinked, realizing that somehow I’d allowed myself to get distracted, when that was the last thing I should have been doing as the competitive season started. Squaring myself up on a corner of the blue mat, I took another deep breath and allowed muscle memory to take over.

When we’d finished stretching at the end of practice, our coach Mo called all of us together. Adrenaline made my heart race; I knew what this would be about. The U.S. Junior National Championships were coming up in a few months—so close it was like reaching out to grab the high bar after a big release skill. I only hoped I could catch it.

Mo surveyed the four of us: me, Christina, Britt, and Jessie, who’d returned full-time to practice but wasn’t planning on trying for Nationals. She’d taken some time off to cope with her eating disorder, and was still dealing with it. We had all been walking on eggshells, afraid of saying the wrong thing, but she mostly didn’t talk about it. 

Christina was examining her brand-new manicure as though this meeting didn’t have anything to do with the most important event in her career so far. She’d just qualified for Elite competition two weeks ago, and there was no guarantee that she’d be eligible to participate in the qualifying event this early, much less in the Nationals. I could tell she was trying to act like she didn’t care, but how could she not? This was the competition of the year, the one that determined whether or not you made the National team and got to compete internationally. They featured new up-and-comers from that competition in the biggest gymnastics magazines in the world. It was huge.

Even Britt wasn’t pretending it was all a joke, the way she sometimes did. Her blue eyes were sparkling, and she was clenching and unclenching her fists at her side as though she could actually reach out and touch that National Championship gold medal. I felt a spurt of competitiveness. Nothing against Britt, but I’d be more than happy for her to take home the silver and leave the gold for me.

“You know this is important time,” Mo said. Mo wasn’t a talker, either, but compared to Cheng, she might as well have been Oprah. Maybe that was why Cheng was happy to spot us on the floor and help us with vault timers while Mo handled the business side of things.

“U.S. Classic is in one month,” Mo continued, referring to the event that would determine whether Britt and Christina would go to Nationals. I’d already qualified earlier in the year, through a training camp. “Here, you are not against each other. You are together. Understand?”

Britt and Christina exchanged a look, but both nodded. It had been a little tense the past few months, until we decided that Britt could be just as much a friend as a threat, and I knew that Mo didn’t want us to be distracted by that kind of drama as we started training for the Classic. 

Only a handful of gymnasts qualified for Nationals through a training camp, and it was a relief to be one of them, since it meant that I could focus completely on that goal without worrying about the Classic. Every year, Coach Piserchia held these training camps where he invited gymnasts from all over the country to participate. This year, I’d been the only representative from Texas Twisters, and it was one of the most nerve-racking experiences of my life. Coach Piserchia was officially retired from individual coaching, but he still played a huge role in deciding who would represent our country at World Championships and at the Olympics, so impressing him was majorly important.

Now, Mo handed each of us a thick envelope. “Make sure parents get this,” she said. “They need to come to meeting at gym, too.”

It was irrational, since everyone had gotten an envelope, and surely everyone couldn’t be in trouble, but like I said, I get paranoid. I hated the thought of people being mad at me, so as I looked down at the sealed envelope filled with papers intended for my parents’ eyes only, all kinds of scenarios started whirling through my head. Maybe it was an assessment of my abilities up to this point, and Mo wanted to break it to them gently that any chance of my making the Olympics someday was very, very slim. Or maybe Cheng had noticed my distraction earlier that day and added it to a list of times when I’d been off my game. I mean, I thought I worked hard and did my best, but I got tired and restless just like anyone else. 

“Mo?” I asked, once the other girls had moved toward the lockers.

She looked at me, not blinking as I tried to figure out how to word my question without sounding too insane. What is in the envelope?!?!?

“I’ll probably have to read some of this stuff to my parents, since their English isn’t so good,” I said, and immediately felt guilty. It was true that my parents had defected from Romania before I was born; but they’d taught themselves English by watching daytime television and reading newspapers, and they were proud of the way they’d made a life for themselves here. Sometimes there were still things I needed to explain or help them with, but if it weren’t for their accents they could have passed for having been born in this country.

“Okay,” Mo said. “You can read to them.”

“So it’s not…secret or anything?”

“No, Noelle. It’s not bad.” One corner of her mouth pulled up, and I blushed. Of course she would know exactly what I was trying to get at. “It’s just information about competition—boring, grown-up information, like flight to Philadelphia and leotards and money and itinerary. You don’t need to worry.”

The weight in my chest lifted, but only for a second, as Mo walked away, and then it settled in deeper than before. At least if I had been in trouble, I could have done something to fix it, like work harder, or apologize. But this was something I couldn’t fix. Mo’s words echoed in my brain—flights, leotards, money—and suddenly, my dream of the National Championships seemed impossible.

To go to that training camp with Coach Piserchia, my parents had had to take out a second mortgage on the building that housed both our home and our family’s business. They’d made such an investment already I didn’t know if I could ask them to make another one so soon. Then again, everything we’d put into gymnastics so far wouldn’t have been worth much if I didn’t take it all the way.

I tried to take a deep breath and visualize myself grabbing for that high bar that represented my dreams, feeling the smooth wood as I wrapped my fingers securely around the bar. But for some reason, whenever I got to that part, I could only imagine brushing it with my fingertips, close enough to leave marks in the chalk, but not close enough to stop myself from falling.
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As soon as I set foot in my parents’  store, I knew the envelope would have to wait. There was a line of customers all the way back to the shelves with the zacuscă spread (made with eggplant or cooked beans, and one of the many things that I get weird looks for when I unpack my lunch bag), and I saw only my brother Radu working the counter.

“Where’s Mihai?” I asked, tying an apron around my jeans and T-shirt. I was still wearing my leotard under that, which meant that I was now technically wearing three layers of clothes. In Texas. In June. In a store that had only a few overhead fans rattling weakly to disperse the heat.

Radu shrugged. “He was supposed to be here right after school, but I guess something came up.”

“Something always comes up,” I muttered, but pinned a smile on my face for the next customer in line. “How can I help you?”

Although we always referred to it simply as “the store,” it was also a deli and bakery where we made our own dishes from scratch. We had a few regulars, mostly fellow Romanian immigrants who missed the food from their home country. Half of our usual customers were even related to us in some distant way, whether it was an aunt or an uncle or someone who had lived down the street from my parents back in Bârlad. But the woman who approached the counter was not someone I knew. She had dark, frizzy hair that looked like something out of those daytime shows my parents watched over ten years ago, and she wore more eyeliner than anyone I’d ever seen in my life.

“Oh!” she said as she approached, placing a basket of groceries on the counter. “You’re so tiny I didn’t even see you!”

I smiled wider, even though I get this a lot. No, I’m not quite five feet tall. Yes, I need a ladder to reach some things in the store. No, I don’t need any help—I can do fifty press-to-handstand exercises straight without breaking a sweat, so I think I can manage to grab a can of pickled olives. 

“Y’all are busy!” she observed, picking up one of our flyers and fanning herself with it. I was proud of those flyers. I’d made them myself with a photo editing program Mihai had illegally downloaded onto the computer, and then I’d helped my father drop them off at other local businesses and apartment complexes. If people only knew we were here, my father always said, they’d come running. There’s nothing like good Romanian food.

The flyers were meant for people to take and hopefully pass along, not for someone to crinkle up in her talon fingernails as she carelessly flapped it near her face. I was glad when I finally finished ringing the woman up and was able to get through the next few customers, including a cousin and another family member whose connection I’d never been able to fully grasp.

Once the store had cleared out, I allowed myself to lean against the counter and take a breath. We had been busy, but it was temporary, I knew. We often got a small surge of people around dusk who were picking up a few things after work, but it wasn’t uncommon for the store to remain completely empty for the rest of the evening. Still, we stayed open until nine o’clock every night, with my father usually wolfing down his dinner sitting on a stepladder in the storage closet, then going back to stocking shelves even as he finished chewing his last bite.

That’s where I found him: in the storage closet. Mama hated it when he shut himself in there. Let one of the boys do it, she always said. Their backs are younger. But the truth was that my father was the shyest person I knew, even shyer than me, and he still got so tongue-tied dealing with customers that he preferred someone else to handle the front during the rush. 

“Hey, Tata,” I said, as he leaned down to press a kiss to my forehead. “Is Mama upstairs?”

“Mihai was supposed to be here so Radu could watch the twins,” he said gruffly. “But he didn’t show.”

Mihai was the oldest, and was just finishing tenth grade; Radu was in ninth grade, and the twins, Cristian and Costel, were four. It seemed like we used to be one big happy family, with Mama and Tata working in the store and my brothers helping, but lately Mihai had been flaking out, and Radu was starting to get resentful about working while Mihai got to do whatever he wanted. And then my younger brothers were getting to be a handful, always running around underfoot, and there I was, stuck in the middle of the whole thing. I felt guilty when I was at the gym, because I knew I could have been helping at home, and I felt trapped and restless at home, because I wanted to be at the gym.

I loved my oldest brother—he’d always been able to make me laugh, from the time I was born. My mom said I had awarded my first smile to Mihai at only two months old, when he tickled my feet. But at times like this, when I saw the lines etched in my father’s face, I just wanted to shake Mihai and tell him to stop being so selfish.

“How was gym?” Tata asked. It was hard to tell if he was smiling or not underneath his bushy mustache, but I knew he was, from the crinkling around his eyes. He loved hearing about my gymnastics, even though he never really understood it. Mama had been an Elite gymnast back in Romania, so her questions were deeper, more probing, but Tata just wanted to know if I enjoyed myself and if I still followed the same dream I had had since I was three years old.

I thought of that thick envelope, slid neatly in between my warm-up clothes and my water bottle at the bottom of my gym bag. It seemed impossible that my dream could be contained in that envelope, written on slips of paper, disguised as flight numbers and hotel arrangements. 

“Oh, you know,” I said, “when I was doing my giant swings on the uneven bars, I felt like I was flying!”

This was the kind of thing my father loved to hear. To him, gymnastics was an exhilarating experience, like bungee-jumping or skydiving. He’d seen the calluses on my hands and the blisters on my toes, but he prefered to pretend they didn’t exist. In his mind, my feet never touched the ground.

The stillness in our upstairs apartment told me that the twins were already in bed. If they were awake, they would’ve immediately rushed me at the door, each vying for my attention until my mother appeared behind them, reminding them gently to take turns. Even though it was nice to have peace and quiet, I missed the usual routine.

“Mama?” I called out. I thought she was probably watching television in the room she shared with my father and the twins. After all those years of watching daytime soap operas, my mother’s one true addiction was television. Lately, she’d been watching all of these embarrassing reality shows about rich kids hooking up, going to parties, and getting into trouble. It was weird to hear my mother talk about the same program all the kids at school were watching, too. 

I knocked softly before pushing her door open, expecting to find her sitting in the rocking chair, folding laundry while she watched the latest episode. She’d always look up from the clothes when something got really juicy or good, which meant that she only made it through one basket per show, and she’d make this clicking sound with her tongue whenever a character did something she disapproved of. Which, of course, was often.

But she wasn’t sitting in her chair. Instead, I found her sprawled out on the bed, still wearing her glasses, a pile of papers strewn next to her. There was a thin line of drool hanging from one corner of her mouth, and she was snoring.

Her favorite show was playing softly in the background; I switched it off. Those kids who went out all night and did whatever they liked would probably have been mortified to find a parent looking like this—clothes rumpled, no makeup on. Even without all those cameras, even if no one else in the world would ever have had to see, they’d probably have been disgusted that their parents could show any sign that they weren’t perfect. 

But it just made me sad. There was a pile of envelopes next to my sleeping mother, including one from the gas company, with a red outline around the dollar amount that let us know our payment was late again, and one from the insurance company, on pink paper that told us our rates were going up. And I thought about my own envelope from gym, and wondered how I could ever think it contained my dream. All it contained was another bill.

The last couple of weeks of school were always crazy, and most teachers didn’t even bother trying to teach anything. But Mr. Van Buren had to be different, and so he was talking about muscle fatigue and pretending to ignore everyone passing notes and giggling in the back of the class.

I never passed notes. Yet another symptom of being the girl who stays out of trouble, but also…it wasn’t like I had anyone to pass them to. My only real friends at school were Christina and Jessie, and I saw them at lunch, and that was it. I had nothing against my classmates, but when you spend most of your waking time outside of school at the gym, it makes it hard to bond with girls over sleepovers or trips to the mall.

“What is muscle fatigue?” Mr. Van Buren asked the class expectantly. He had just gone over the definition half an hour ago, and so it should have been an easy one. But it’s like that riddle he’d told us once: if a teacher talks during the last week of school, does he still make a sound? Nobody was paying attention.

Tentatively, I raised my hand, and Mr. Van Buren beamed at me. “Yes, Noelle.”

“Muscle fatigue is when you can’t perform normal movements, or when it requires more effort than it should to perform normal movements.”

“Exactly, Noelle!” One thing I would miss about Mr. Van Buren was that he always acted like you’d just said something brilliant, even when you were only parroting something he’d said earlier in the class. I felt myself flush, and I only got redder as I listened to the whispering behind me.

“Like she ever has muscle fatigue,” one girl said.

“Oh, I know. Have you seen her arms? She looks like a comic-book character.”

“And not in a good way,” the first girl added.

Self-consciously, I tried to hide my upper arms with my hands, feeling the familiar ripple of muscle underneath my T-shirt. Normally, I was proud of my strength and what I could do with it. But sometimes, like when I was forced to wear a junior bridesmaid’s dress with spaghetti straps for my cousin’s wedding, I felt like a big freak. All of the other girls had looked like little princesses, whereas I looked…well, like I was about to run down the vault runway and attack it wearing pink tulle.

I was relieved when the bell finally rang and I could go meet Christina and Jessie at lunch. Britt was homeschooled, which was too bad, because she was really smart, and it would’ve been nice to have a friendly face in my advanced science class.

If I felt out of place during my classes, it all changed when I sat with Christina and Jessie. Maybe it was because we’d been so worried about Jessie lately that it made my problems seem petty by comparison. Or maybe it was because Christina was so beautiful and confident, and some of that rubbed off on me when I was sitting next to her. If Christina had heard those girls whispering about her, she probably would’ve turned around and flexed her bicep and then said something about using it to punch their lights out, or something cutting about how they wished they looked like Wonder Woman. 

“Can you believe Ms. Rizzi passed out bags of candy, like we were in kindergarten?” Christina was saying when I sat down. “How lame.”

I saw the moment when Christina actually reflected on the words coming out of her mouth. Her face got a pinched look, and she glanced nervously at Jessie. “I mean, candy is cool and all—” she started to say, but Jessie held up her hand to cut her off.

“How many times do I have to tell you? It’s okay to talk about food. You’re supposed to talk about food! Look, I brought a healthy lunch, and I plan on eating it. Okay?”

Christina was still a little pale as she bit into her chicken salad, and it occurred to me that even she wasn’t completely immune to self-doubt. But then she flipped her hair and gave a flirtatious smile to a guy at another table, and I figured I must’ve imagined any chink in her armor.

“I am so excited about the end-of-year dance,” she said. “Do you think Logan will ask me?”

Jessie shrugged, but there was a glint in her eye. “I heard that Kelly was asking about you.”

“No! Really?” Christina made a face. “He’s so gross. And hello, Kelly is a girl’s name. Didn’t anyone give his mom a baby-name book?”

“Kelly can be a boy’s name,” I pointed out. “I think it’s cool that someone likes you. I don’t think anyone’s ever liked me.”

Christina rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You’re so cute, you’re like a little doll, with your brown hair and your big brown eyes. Who are you going to go to the dance with?”

I took a loud, crunchy bite of a carrot stick to avoid answering the question, but when I was done chewing, both Jessie and Christina were still staring at me, obviously expecting me to answer. “I didn’t think we were allowed to go,” I said finally.

“What do you mean, allowed?” Christina asked.

I glanced back and forth between the two of them in disbelief. “Competition season is starting! Once school is out, we’re going to be training eight hours a day. There’s no time for dances.”

Jessie sighed. “I probably wasn’t going to go, anyway,” she said. “It’s not like I’ve been asked.”

“No, we’re going.” Christina slammed the palm of her hand against the table with such force that some of my lite ranch dressing splattered onto my shirt. “Forget the boys, we’re going together. And forget gym! We can have our full practice on Friday, still have time for frozen yogurt afterward, and show up at the dance fashionably late.”

Christina saw the look on my face. “Don’t worry, Cinderella, we’ll get you home before you turn into a pumpkin. And the experience will leave you energized, ready to take on Nationals!”

Nationals, the dance…these were the last things I wanted to think about at this point. Trying to figure out what to do about one led to worrying about the other, and it was too much. I reached for a napkin and started dabbing at the spots on my shirt while Jessie and Christina talked about dresses and hairstyles. At least ranch dressing was something I could clean up…unlike the rest of my life.
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It was true that I was worried about the dance being off limits. After all, there was a reason Christina wasn’t asking Mo about it. It was also true that I didn’t have a dress, couldn’t afford a dress, and looked like a stupid munchkin in dresses anyway. But there was one thing I hadn’t shared with Christina and Jessie, another reason I wasn’t looking forward to the dance, and that reason was standing over by the pommel horse.

Scott Pattison. With his dark, curly hair and blue eyes, he’d have been reason enough to come to the gym, even if I didn’t care about someday winning an Olympic gold medal. So what if he was eighteen and about to start college and had barely said five words to me except for the time he’d tried to help find my stuffed animal (it was a good-luck charm, but still, embarrassing). So what that he already drove a car and probably had a girlfriend who was taller than a midget, but not so tall she’d tower over him? And I bet she wasn’t a gymnast, which meant she could actually have a body that looked good in prom dresses. Whenever I was in the gym, I couldn’t help sneaking little looks at him as he flipped across the floor or wiped his brow with a towel. 

And let’s face it: it would have been ridiculous for a twelve-year-old girl to ask a guy like that to a school dance, much less for him to say yes. Even if he did come, he’d probably be doing it for community service hours for college. Chaperoned middle-school dance. Made some girl’s dream come true. 

Britt caught me staring. I blinked quickly. “Chalk in my eye,” I said.

“Uh-huh.”

It occurred to me that Britt might actually be the perfect person to talk to, given that she didn’t go to our school. “It’s just that—” I began, waiting for Jessie to pass by before continuing, “there’s this dance at our school in a week.”

“And you want to go with Scott?” Britt blurted out. “He’s, like, ancient. You’d be slow-dancing and you’d hear his bones creak.”

Now I remembered why it was a bad idea to tell Britt anything. It wasn’t so much that she was terrible at keeping secrets as that she had no concept that you might not want everything shouted across the gym through a megaphone (which was about the volume of her everyday speaking voice). 

“I didn’t say anything about Scott,” I snapped. “I was just thinking about this dance, that’s all. Christina and Jessie really want to go, but I’m not sure.…Don’t you think it’ll interfere with training?”

“Probably.”

It was the honest answer I was expecting, so there was no explanation for the fact that I suddenly felt deflated. “Of course it will,” I said. “I’ll be off all through practice, because I’ll be thinking about it, and then I’ll be tired the next day, because I’ll have been out too late. Plus, I haven’t even mentioned it to my parents, and who knows what Mo would say?”
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