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Chapter One



“She stuck that series as if it were a floor pass. Amazing! One thing Charlie Ryland always brings to the table is consistency on beam.”

A female commentator’s voice chimes in. “That’s right, Doug. She has both the grace of a ballerina and the fighting spirit of a warrior. It’s a joy to watch her.”

“Yes, an absolute joy. Here comes her dismount. Look at that focused concentration!”

I raise my arms. My mind, my muscles, know precisely what to do. Tight. Control. Stick it.

I pull my arms in as I power into my twisting dismount. My bare feet hit the mat, and my arms automatically extend over my head. The crowd’s cheers fill the stadium, while that rush of adrenaline surges through me, the one that always comes after I nail a beam routine.

“I wouldn’t be at all surprised if that performance brings her gold. She stuck that landing perfectly.”

“She’s a born winner,” the woman says.

I see Coach Chris, off to the side, clapping enthusiastically. As I run toward him, his face breaks into a wide grin. “That’s my girl.” He pats my back affectionately.

“Solid routine, Charlie,” Coach Rachel says, wrapping me in a firm hug. I’m basking in the thunderous buzz of the crowd, the blinding bright lights—

“Charlotte, what is the main role of Congress?”

Mr. Alto’s raspy voice snaps me back to reality. I adjust my glasses on the bridge of my nose and see him standing in front of the class, the study guide limp in his fingers.

“Daydreaming again?” he asks, his jaw set. He’s clearly not happy with me. It’s not the first time.

“Uh, no.” Glancing down at the class discussion sheet on my desk, I squirm. I haven’t made a single notation. How am I going to prepare for the upcoming test? Why can’t I keep this subject matter straight? “I think . . . it’s to keep the House of Representatives in check? So they don’t make laws that the American people don’t like?”

“No.” Mr. Alto’s tone has a ring of impatience to it. “The House of Representatives is part of Congress. You need to remember the order of government. This will be on the test next Tuesday.”

I swallow hard. I’m not a bad student. In fact, up until this class I’ve easily earned straight As. But U.S. government keeps tripping me up. It’s only a one-semester course, but for the first nine-week grading period, I barely squeaked by with an A. So far, this grading period has been far less promising.

“Step up your game, Charlotte,” Mr. Alto says, pointing a thick finger at me.

“Yes, sir.” I cast a sideways glance at my friend Zoe Parker, who sits beside me. She looks back at me pityingly.

“We’ll study together,” she mouths.

I nod, although I’m not sure where I’ll find time for a study session with her. As soon as this class is over, I’m heading out of town for the weekend and won’t be back until Tuesday.

As others answer the remainder of the study questions, I make notes on the class discussion sheet. But at the bottom of the page I’ve been doodling. Last camp, I’ve written with squiggles and hearts around it. Your time to shine. Underneath I’ve drawn something that looks suspiciously like an Olympic gold medal.

•  •  •

Zoe and I walk out of Mr. Alto’s room together.

“We need to sync our schedules,” she says. “Figure out the best time for studying this weekend.”

“I’ve got a plane to catch. I’m on my way out now.”

“Oh, that’s right. Going to your aunt’s ranch in Texas.” Zoe grins at me and wiggles her eyebrows. “Maybe you’ll hook up with a cowboy.”

I laugh. “Probably not.” It’s not that kind of ranch, but I can’t tell her that, or that no aunt will be there. Guilt pricks me because I’m not being completely honest with her, but too much is at stake. Mostly my sanity.

“I’m going to miss you,” she says.

“I’ll be back to school on Tuesday.”

“We’ll need to start examining our prom options when you get back, consider who we can get to take us.”

I give a low laugh. “The prom is only for juniors and seniors. We’re sophomores.”

“Which is why we need to consider which upperclassman we might get to take us.” She smiles brightly, her eyes shining with excitement. “Wouldn’t it be awesome to have an older boy take us? We’d be special, getting into a dance that most sophomores only dream about.”

Going to prom isn’t something I’ve ever dreamed about, although I do have to admit that my dreams revolve around me doing something else that very few people get a chance to do.

“I’m not going to have time for prom,” I admit.

She comes to an abrupt halt in the hallway, forcing me to stop as well. “How can you not have time for prom?” she asks.

It’s the weekend right before Olympic trials. My focus has to be on trials if I want to have any chance at all of going to the Olympics. “I think my family is doing something that weekend.”

“Get out of it. You can stay with me.”

I don’t have time to come up with a plausible excuse right now, especially when the odds are that no one will invite me to prom anyway. I don’t exactly have guys—much less the required junior or senior—tripping over themselves to talk to or hang out with me. Since the school year started more than eight months ago, I’ve had very little time for anything other than studying and practice. “I’ve got to skedaddle, but we’ll talk when I get back.”

“Text me a picture of a cowboy.”

Shaking my head and chuckling at her one-track mind, I continue to the office to sign out.

When I first started gymnastics, life was totally ordinary. I did everything—soccer, ballet, T-ball. But when I turned six, gymnastics took over. I was invited onto our gym’s TOPs team—short for “Talent Opportunity Program”—which is a way for USA Gymnastics to find rising talent in kids who are between seven and ten years old. After that there was no turning back. I loved it, and my parents sacrificed to make it work. That was when we lived in Indiana.

When I was eight, my coaches wanted me to be homeschooled because a flexible schedule would give me more time to practice gymnastics, so Mom spent three years homeschooling me. But I missed real life. I missed being around girls who weren’t associated with gymnastics, and I missed having boys in my class and going to sleepovers and birthday parties.

Then we moved to Columbus, Ohio, where I started at one of the best gyms in the country. I was eleven. My new coach, Coach Chris, thought I could qualify for the USA Gymnastics Junior Elite program by age thirteen. And I wanted it. I wanted it bad. But I also wanted a life outside the gym. My parents and my coaches worked out a schedule so that I could go to public school (and I did still manage to make Junior Elite by thirteen). So for four years now, I’ve been going to regular school and I love it. It balances out the crazy in the rest of my life.

And life as an elite gymnast can get crazy. When I was younger, just starting gymnastics, I idolized several elite gymnasts, followed their careers, and imagined the day when I would be where they were. A couple of them had overly enthusiastic supporters following them around, bombarding them with social media posts. It seemed a little scary to have perfect strangers following your life so closely. I read in an interview with one gymnast how challenging it was for her to not buckle under the pressure of trying to please a lot of people, and trying to meet others’ expectations. I also remember seeing a YouTube video of a gymnast crying because she was being heckled after a poor showing at a meet.

I felt enough pressure competing. I didn’t want to heap others’ dreams or hopes for my success onto my plate.

So when I returned to public school, I decided to keep my gymnastics life a secret. In order to maintain some semblance of normality in my life, I perform a balancing act. At school I’m Charlotte with glasses and long blond hair that falls into my face; at the gym I’m Charlie in a leotard and a ponytail. On social media I have my gymnastics followers who leave fan mail on my Charlie Ryland Gymnast account pages. I post videos and pictures there sometimes, but only of gymnastics. Charlotte Ryland is the name on my personal Instagram account, where I never, ever post gymnastics stuff.

I think I’ve done a pretty good job of keeping the two worlds completely separate. It helps that I’m known only a little bit in the gymnastics world. I’m up-and-coming, and it’s not at all like I’m famous. No one seems to have put two and two together, thank goodness.

“Out again?” the attendance secretary asks, winking at me from behind the counter-high desk.

“Yep.” I take the clipboard she offers me. I know the sign-out routine.

She knows the truth about me. The principal and one of the counselors do too. Mom and Dad had a meeting with them when they enrolled me at Jefferson High, explaining my rigorous schedule and the need for a few exceptions to the rules.

In order to get in my conditioning training, I have no first-period class. Instead I spend that time at the gym. But my not having that first class doesn’t raise any red flags, because other students arrive late, those who are part of work programs or attend off-campus classes at the community college. Final bell rings at three, and I’m able to get to the gym by three thirty. It makes for a long day, but it’s totally worth it. My parents also made it clear to the school officials that I didn’t want my outside-of-school activities made public. The people who are in the loop have been super-respectful and supportive.

“There’s some exciting stuff coming up,” the secretary says in a voice low enough that the other office staff can’t overhear her. I think she likes knowing what the others don’t.

I smile. “Yeah.”

“I’m excited for you, Charlotte. You’re going to do great.”

“Thanks.” I adjust the straps on my backpack. “I’ll see you next Tuesday.”

I leave the building with a spring in my step. Heading to Texas always fills me with anticipation. The ranch is one of my favorite places in the world. Which is odd, considering it’s also one of the places most likely to destroy me.


Chapter Two



“Let’s go, Charlie,” Coach Chris says, his voice low but firm.

I don’t like that he has to command me. This is our last day of development camp at the Texas ranch where Team USA meets to practice. Olympic trials are only six weeks away. I’ve won gold at the Junior Olympics as well as at state and regional meets. I won two World Championships on beam. I know what it takes to qualify for Team USA. But his tone means I’m not ready for the big leagues, that I’m stalling and doubting my abilities. I don’t stand for stalling, not in myself. Fear is one thing. Everyone’s allowed to have fear. But stalling means I’m letting fear win. That’s one reason I love gymnastics so much—every single day I get to look my fear of failure in the face and beat it.

I shake out my hands, rotate my ankles, and hop back onto the beam, feeling the grip of the fabric, soft like leather, against my soles.

I take one more calming breath. Arms extend, knees lock—the perfect form I learned as a six-year-old. It all comes together here. Round-off, back handspring, layout full—my body straight and extended. On a beam four inches wide.

As my feet strike the beam, they make a hollow, booming noise. My favorite sound in the whole world, because that means I’m sticking my skills on my favorite apparatus. I’m flying, my blond hair caught up in a ponytail whipping against my neck. Coming up for breath at the other end of the beam, I pull my arms against my ears, chin up, back arched, fingers straight.

“That’s it!” Coach Chris claps once, a single, sharp staccato. He has the short stature and firm body of a former Olympic gymnast. Although his hair has turned white, he’s still in great shape. I don’t think the word “slacker” is in his vocabulary. “Now higher. I want to see more air between you and the beam. I want flight.”

I pivot. No stalling this time. Back in the other direction to do it again.

There’s no time to look around, no time to evaluate the other gymnasts and their progress. They have nothing to do with me in this moment. In a different section of my brain, I know another gymnast is practicing a complex back pass on floor, but I don’t even glance at her. Behind me the bars creak—probably my best friend, Gwen Edwards—but I block her out too. She has the full attention of the head coach of the U.S. national team, Claudia Inverso. Gwen has had it all day, since she nailed the Kovacs—a release move that involves two flips over the high bar. She’s been working on it back at our home gym and has stuck it a few times, but this morning she’s making it look easy. She’s found her rhythm, and it’s amazing. Gwen’s Kovacs is the most talked-about skill at camp this week. The big question is, will she be ready to compete with it?

This time I wobble on the landing, fighting to keep my body straight, arms raised up, fingers reaching for the ceiling.

“Precision,” Coach Chris states in a soft, clipped tone that sends a shiver through me. The quieter he gets, the more frightening he becomes. My performance is disappointing him. He yells only when he’s happy.

I’ve got his attention, and I’m not letting that go. He stood on the Olympic podium where I want to stand one day. He knows how to get there, understands completely what it takes. I nod in his direction, wipe the sweat off my hands.

Round-off, back handspring, layout full. Boom.

“I want you still higher,” Coach insists. “Prove to me that you deserve to be here. Get into the mind-set—best in the world.”

I thought I was in that mind-set. Frustration niggles at me. But I don’t let any annoyance show on my face. Coach Chris believes in me, or he wouldn’t ride me so hard.

I nod. Close my eyes. Visualize height.

“Faster.” Coach Chris approaches the beam. His steely blue gaze bites into me. “You nail this, Charlie. You’re going for gold.”

I pivot, raise my arms.

Gold—it’s what I’ve always wanted. When I was a kid competing at the Junior Olympic meets, it was what I earned all the time. But now that I’m here, competing on the world’s stage against the best gymnasts on the planet, gold is more elusive. Winning takes everything I’ve got. Every fiber of my being has to be committed to it.

Higher. Bigger. Fly.

“That’s it!” Coach Chris’s voice rings out. “Now do it again.”

•  •  •

“What I wouldn’t give right now for one of my dad’s pumpkin doughnuts,” Gwen says as she sets her cafeteria tray down across from me and takes a seat.

“Your dad makes doughnuts?” I scoop up a forkful of salad. “That’s cool.”

“Yeah. They are the best.” Chalk from the bars dusts Gwen’s dark skin. She looks like she’s wearing football pads, because her shoulders are bulging with ice packs. She’s not injured—those ice packs are to decrease the inevitable soreness after twelve hours locked in the gym. I’ve got an ice pack bound to my ankle—the ankle I broke when I was eight. The old injury flares up every time I come to camp.

With a weary sigh Gwen digs into her pile of spaghetti.

I understand her lack of energy. She gave everything to pull off those Kovacs today. Just like I gave everything to my routines. The mental and physical exertion is exhausting, which is why we pay attention to what we eat. We need food that gives us energy and repairs and builds muscles. I’ve already logged my dinner into my fitness app so that I can be sure I’m getting enough fuel and the proper nutrients to keep my body in its best shape. Doughnuts are never on the menu.

“We’re almost done,” she says. “Although, I wish I were going to my real home tomorrow. I miss more than the doughnuts. I miss my parents.” When we’re finished here, she’ll return to her host family, the Gundersens. A nice family, but still . . . not the same as home. Gwen’s family lives in Georgia. She lives with the Gundersens in Columbus so that she can train with Coach Chris, who has a track record for training Olympic champions. She’s nearly a year older than I am, which means her competitive clock is ticking. (A female gymnast’s career ends when she is relatively young.) We instantly connected the first day she showed up at Gold Star gym.

“Come over when we get back,” I tell her. “My mom promised to make no-bake cookies.”

Gwen pokes at her food. “Those yummy things with the peanut butter, right?”

“Yep. We’ll celebrate wrapping our last camp before trials.”

Gwen twirls spaghetti onto her fork. “Sounds like a plan.”

She says it with as much enthusiasm as someone saying, I have a dentist appointment. I know it’s really hard for her to be away from her family. I need to get her mind on something else. Something to remind her that the sacrifice she’s making to be trained by one of the best coaches in the country is worth it. “Your Kovacs looked amazing today. You’re really nailing it.”

Gwen nods. A smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. “Thanks. Yeah, I’m feeling pretty good about it.” She pops a cherry tomato from her salad into her mouth, studies me. “Coach was getting after you today.”

I was really hoping no one had noticed. “I should have been pushing harder. He knows it. I know it.”

“You’ve won two golds on beam at the World Championships. He should trust you to push when it counts.”

“We can’t slack off. Not for a second. Besides, you got gold in the all-around at the World Championships, and you were rocking it during the last set.”

She grins. “We really need to get T-shirts that read, ‘Mutual Admiration Society.’ ”

“I’m glad we can compete and still be friends,” I tell her.

“Hey, who else is going to understand the demands and stresses of this life?”

That’s too true, and it’s part of the reason why I don’t tell anyone at school about my aspirations to make the Olympic team.

“How are things at school?” Gwen asks, as though she read my mind. She’s always been homeschooled, so Jefferson High is a mystery to her.

“My government class is giving me fits,” I admit. “I brought the study sheet—”

“I don’t know why you don’t homeschool so you can have a more lenient study schedule.”

“I don’t want my life to be only gymnastics.” Which I’ve already told her a zillion times.

Her brow furrows, and she gives me a serious stare. “But we have such a narrow competitive window, Charlie. If we don’t make the Olympic team this time, that could be it for us. We’ll be at retirement age before the next Olympics roll around.”

I want to laugh at the absurdity of retirement at sixteen or seventeen. Unfortunately, she’s not exaggerating by much. During the 2012 Olympics, the girls on the U.S. team ranged in age from fifteen to eighteen. That means that when the next Olympics roll around in four years, we might be too old. It sounds crazy, but it’s true.

I don’t want to think about everything that is riding on the next few weeks, or all the sacrifices that our families and we have made to get here. I decide to return to an earlier subject. “I wish you hadn’t mentioned doughnuts. Now I can’t stop thinking about them.”

Gwen laughs. “I’ll have my dad bring us some when they come to Detroit for trials.” Her parents never miss a competition.

“When do you get to go home next?” I ask.

Gwen gives me a hopeful smile. “If everything goes as planned, it’ll be a while.”

Grinning, I give her a fist bump. “It’s going to be a while, then.”

Because if everything goes as planned, we’ll be heading to the Olympics.


Chapter Three



Rain drives down and runs in mini rivers along the sides of the ranch’s dirt roads. The rivulets glisten in the light of the single streetlamp. I’m squatting outside the gym, under a tiny awning, my back pressed against the glass doors. This is the only place I can find at the entire ranch where my phone gets okay reception.

I had five missed calls from Zoe and three texts that read Call Me!!!!! I couldn’t ignore that many exclamation points.

“You are so hard to get ahold of!” she says when she answers her phone.

“Sporadic reception at the ranch. So, what’s up?”

“Michael Hartman.”

She says it like he’s famous—a movie star or some celebrity—but I’m drawing a blank. “Who?”

I hear her exasperated puff of air. “He’s on the wrestling team, and he’s a junior. Anyway, there was an event at the park today to raise money for the animal shelter. Bubbles and Barks. You could get your dog washed, and the money went to the shelter. People were standing around with little bottles of soap, blowing bubbles. There were food trucks. It was like a carnival. So I took Minnie.”

Minnie, her Yorkie, is a precious little thing that always makes me smile.

“I’m standing in line to get a snow cone, and I suddenly hear, ‘Cute dog.’ I turn around, and it’s Michael. Talking. To. Me!”

“She is pretty cute.”

“I know, right? Plus I had her decked out in her pink polka-dot bows. Michael says, ‘Bet she hates the bows, though.’ I assure him that she does not. Then he says, ‘My dog would kill me in my sleep if I did that to him.’ I look down. He has a bulldog on a leash sitting there. I say, ‘Of course he would. He’d want to wear a football jersey.’ And he laughed.”

“The dog?”

“No! Michael!”

I’m smiling, imagining the exchange, wishing I’d been there. Zoe is so comfortable around people, even those she barely knows or just met. Sometimes I envy the ease with which she can move through social situations. I always worry that I’ll give too much away, that people will figure out who I am. A measure of fame comes with being an Olympian, and I’m not quite ready to embrace a total lack of privacy. Coach Rachel was seventeen and at the Olympic trials when someone posted a picture of her at a party, in the pool, topless. Some say it was the resulting publicity of her scandalous behavior that caused her to be so distracted that her routines were judged below par and she missed a chance to go to the Olympics. Not that I would ever go topless. Still, I’m not ready to have every aspect of my life scrutinized.

“So then what happened?” I ask, anxious to get to the juicy tidbit that was worthy of five exclamation points.

“That’s pretty much it. The snow cone guy interrupted us by asking for my order, so I gave it to him, and he fixed my snow cone way too fast.”

“Oh. I thought maybe there was more.”

“Michael did say ‘See you around’ as I was walking off. That could mean something.”

“Do you like him?” I ask.

“I think so. Yeah. I mean, we have study hall together. Not that he’s ever really noticed me. Today was the first time he’s ever talked to me.” She pauses, then asks, “You think it was the Minnie factor? That he was just taken with my dog?”

I hear the disappointment in her voice, like the reality has hit her that maybe the guy was just making conversation to avoid boredom while waiting in line. “No. You have a class together. He knows who you are, and obviously he wanted to talk to you.”

“I think I got excited for nothing. I do that, don’t I? Read too much into things. He was just being nice.”

“Maybe tomorrow you could just say hi to him in class. See how it goes.”

She groans. “I wish you’d been there. Then you could have judged the situation. Confirm whether I overreacted.”

“If I’d been there, he might not have talked to you.”

“There is that. So . . . any hot cowboys? I’m still waiting for my picture.”

“It’s not a working ranch.” Another lie. There is way too much work going on at this ranch, just not the cowboy kind. Gwen and I spent time in an ice-filled tub after our last workout, in order to increase our blood flow and help our muscles recover from the strain we’d put on them during our grueling practice. Plus the cooldown helps trigger a deeper sleep. It’s not my favorite treatment, but the benefits are worth it. “No cowboys.”

“Bummer.”

“Well, listen. I should probably go. We’ll figure it all out when I get back.”

“There’s nothing to figure out. You were right. It was nothing.”

“I didn’t say it was nothing.”

“It’s just that it would be so nice to have a boyfriend, especially one who could take me to prom. Don’t you want a boyfriend?”

“I don’t know,” I say. But I do want a boyfriend. It would certainly fall into line with the normal life I want. “We’ll talk.”

“Okay. See you Tuesday.”

I say good-bye but linger for a moment after I hang up, analyzing the sudden ache in my chest, because Zoe was sharing her weekend with me and I wasn’t sharing mine with her. But she doesn’t need to know about my gymnastics. Not yet, anyway. At least not until the Olympics are a sure thing. There will be no keeping gymnastics a secret anymore . . . if that happens.

I tuck my phone under my arm and sprint toward my cabin, trying to dodge raindrops. But by the time I make it to the doorway of the room I’m sharing with Gwen, I’m drenched.

Gwen is already in her bunk, lying on her back, eyes closed, headphones attached. She left one lamp on for me. I tiptoe across the room, set my phone on the floor next to my open suitcase, and grab a towel. I dry off and slip into a flannel tank and shorts. I’ve got to pack sometime tonight. Gwen’s suitcase stands upright at the door, waiting for her departure tomorrow.

I sort through my clothes, trying to figure out what to wear on the plane. This weekend has been a blur. In the end I choose leggings and an oversize shirt and toss them onto my bunk.

“Charlie?”

Gwen’s voice takes me by surprise.

I pivot on my heel. Her eyes are open. She slides off her headphones. “Do you think we’ll make it?”

It’s the one thing on both our minds, so of course I know what she’s talking about. Besides, we haven’t trained together for countless hours for the last two years for me to be clueless about how her mind works. “I think so. We’ve got the best coaches, and we’re beating up our bodies every single day. It’s going to pay off. Nothing is stopping us. Tight mind, right?”

Gwen’s head thumps the pillow. She shields her eyes with her arm. “I’m tightening my mind, but . . .”

“You pulled off Kovacs after Kovacs today,” I say, crossing the room in order to kneel next to Gwen’s bed. “That’s amazing. You’re going to be one of the first ever to put that into a routine in competition.” I pull out one of the lines Mom always uses on me. “Let yourself enjoy it!”

Her lips tighten, but she nods. “Okay.”

The way she says it reminds me of the way she responds to Coach Chris when he’s speaking in his nerve-racking, quiet voice. Gwen’s “okay” means she’s taking what he says and planning to do it ten times better. That’s the way she is. A perfectionist to the core. It’s no wonder we get along so well.

I take her hand and squeeze it briefly. We’re friends, we’re teammates, we’re competitors. We both want a spot on that Olympic team, when there are only so many spots to go around.

It’s one of those moments. When someone is vulnerable with you, it kind of makes you want to be vulnerable with them. I want to assure Gwen that inside I’m just as nervous as she is, that I’m not as strong as I come across a lot of the time. But instead I blurt out, “I wish I had a boyfriend.” Okay, so Zoe isn’t the only one with guys on her mind.

That gets Gwen’s attention. She rolls onto her elbow and stares at me hard, her eyes questioning. “What brought that on?”

I can’t help but twist my lips into an ironic smile. “Zoe.” I’ve told her about Zoe, but I’ve never told Zoe about Gwen. Another thorn of guilt pricks me, because I consider them both my best friends, but I’m not completely honest with one of them. “She wanted to tell me about this guy who gave her some attention today, and I just . . . I’d just like a guy to give me some attention for a change. Don’t you ever think about having a boyfriend?”

“I’m homeschooled. Where am I going to meet a guy?”

“But if you met someone who was interested in you, wouldn’t you want to pursue the possibilities? Not just blow him off?”

“I get that it would be amazing to have a boyfriend, but it’s not practical right now. We have to go steady with gymnastics, with practice and competitions, not a guy.”

“Don’t you get tired of delaying everything?”

“Sure I do. But think about it. Where are you going to find the time for a boyfriend?” she asks, and raises one finger. “You have two hours of conditioning before school.” Another finger. “School.” Another finger. “Five hours of training after school. And when you get home, you have to eat and study. And sometime you have to sleep. How are you going to work this guy in? Do you think he’s going to understand when you’re too tired to even text him?”

“He might.” If he was the right boyfriend.

“You’d have to tell him about your gymnastics life.”

Then how would I know if he likes me for myself and not because I’m an almost-famous gymnast? I want him to fall for the Charlotte version, the one who wears thick-rimmed glasses and is far from being the most popular girl at school.

“You won’t even tell Zoe you’re a gymnast,” she reminds me.

“All this”—I flail my arms at the walls of the cabin, but I’m talking about the ranch and what it symbolizes in general—“I mean, would anyone at school get it? I mean, really get why I’m doing this? They’d just think I was weird. Or stuck up. Or something.”

And the pressure would increase because they might take more of an interest in my success and my failures.

“They’ll get it when you make the Olympic team,” Gwen says. “Then they’ll all be proud to know you.”

“But then they’ll treat me differently. And they’ll ask me about gymnastics at school. And I’d have a lot of friends who aren’t real friends.” School is my safe place right now, my place to get away from the pressure, to be an average kid. I don’t know how it would affect my gymnastics if at least half my life weren’t normal.

“A boyfriend isn’t practical, Charlie,” Gwen says kindly. “Not now. Not when so much is on the line. Not if you really want the dream.”

“Of course I want the dream! Are you serious?” That’s why I’m keeping up this balancing act, because it’s helping me get there. I want the dream more than anything else.

Gwen falls back onto the pillow, smiling. “Good to hear. For a minute there, I thought I’d lost you to being normal.”

“I’m planning to be anything but normal at the gym, so you’d better watch your back!” I punch her playfully in the arm.

“Oh, I have no doubt.” She’s laughing. “I believe in you, Charlie. You got this!” She ducks sideways, clutching her sides with laughter, to avoid my second play-punch.

“You got this” is our inside joke. Back when Gwen was in level eight—the first level where a gymnast chooses her own routines—at her Georgia gym, I guess someone from the crowd yelled “You got this, Gwen!” right before she started a run on vault. She was competing with a Yurchenko—round-off with a back handspring onto the vault, with a full flip off the vault—but she over-rotated and landed flat on her back. It was one of those catastrophic moments that brought an edge of superstition to Gwen’s competitive career. After that the phrase “You got this!” became a serious taboo. When Gwen moved to Gold Star two years ago, we were all ordered not to say it.

“We’re so close to making it,” I say, letting out a ragged breath of excitement. There are certain moments when I think about what we’re doing and how far we’ve come, when the Olympics seem not only reachable but right at my fingertips. There’s a bubble of excitement that grows in my chest, making me so light that I could float to the ceiling.

“Close,” Gwen agrees, seizing my hand again and squeezing. “Just remember that you’ve got to follow your heart, and right now, as much as I wish the reality were different, it can’t go chasing after boys.”

My heart. What my heart wants is easy. It wants an Olympic gold medal. It’s my brain that confuses things.

In the end, is my wanting to be ordinary going to cost me my dreams?


Chapter Four



“And what did Coach Chris say?” Mom leans forward, a piece of glazed chicken dangling from her fork. Dad picked me up at the airport. Now we’re sitting around the dinner table. I’ve just finished telling Mom about my new series on beam.

“He didn’t say much,” I say. “You know Coach. But I could tell he was happy.”

Dad grins at his plate. He’s not one to say much either. “That’s great, Charlie. I’m proud of you.”

I can’t help but smile. “But that wasn’t the coolest thing that happened. There was Gwen’s Kovacs! She has totally nailed it. I was so excited.”

“What’s a Kovacs again?” Mom asks. She and Dad are pretty good about keeping up with my gymnastics skills, but they certainly don’t obsess about it. Since I’ve never even attempted a Kovacs, this is new territory for them.

“It’s that release move I was telling you about. Here, let me pull up a video.” I pick up my phone—second nature.

Dad clears his throat. “Dinner rule.”

“Oh yeah.” I push my phone back under the edge of my plate. “I’ll show you after dinner. It’s so amazing!”

“Eh.” My brother, Josh, shrugs me off, but his dimples are showing. “You know, flip around a bar a few times. No big deal.”

I poke him in the arm, hard. “Whatever.”

“Ow! Watch it! These biceps are an endangered species!”

“I know, right? Fading away before our very eyes.”

My phone buzzes before it starts ringing. I glance at the screen, cheating on our no-phones-at-the-table rule. But I’ve got to silence it, right? It’s Zoe.

“No phones at the table means no phones at the table,” Josh says, deepening his voice to sound more like Dad. We’re only eleven months apart, and Josh is a year ahead of me in school. Thankfully. He gives me enough grief as it is. I can’t imagine what it would be like if we were in the same classes.

“I didn’t answer it!” I cry. “You are such a pest.”

Dad scoots back his chair. “Never a dull moment around here. I can tell you two missed each other. But as much fun as I’m having watching this display, I’ve got to get back to work.” Four years ago my dad got laid off from his job. It was the first time I encountered the fear of uncertainty, the possibility of losing my dreams. I didn’t handle it very well, worrying that with no money coming in, I’d have to give up gymnastics. But somehow Mom and Dad scraped the money together for my lessons. It was a huge relief two years later when Dad patented an improved spring used in car suspension, which led to a start-up business manufacturing and distributing his invention. He always says his next big innovation is going to be an improved spark plug. Knowing about the sacrifices that my parents made for me, I’m even more determined to stand on the podium at the next Olympics, to bring home the gold.

Dad carries his plate to the dishwasher. “You know where I am, Charlie, if you want to show me that video of the kovanoff thing later.”

“Kovacs, Dad. Kovacs!”

“Kovacs,” Dad repeats, winking. “You might have to repeat that a few more times before it sticks.”

After loading his plate, he disappears down the hallway. Dad seems to be working all the time, locked away in his home office with the QUIET, PLEASE. BRAINS AT WORK sign pegged to the door. At least I know who I inherited my sense of discipline from.

Mom picks up her plate too. “I’ve got some bookkeeping to get done. Charlie, you’re on cleanup duty tonight.”

I stifle a groan. The ranch isn’t the best place to get homework done, and I’ve got a killer amount this week, including that stupid U.S. government exam. The last thing I need is dish duty. But everybody’s busy around here. Dad with his business. Mom with the freelance accounting she took on when Dad lost his job—not to mention the bookkeeping she now does for Dad’s business. Josh with his . . . video games. Okay, not everybody’s busy. But I guess it’s only fair that we all pull our own weight around the house.

I shovel the last of my chicken into my mouth. “I’m done too. Sorry to leave you all alone, poor baby,” I say to Josh, and carry my plate into the kitchen.

“We need to talk.”

I spin around. “What? What’s wrong?”

Josh sets his plate in the sink, leans a hip against the counter, and crosses his arms over his chest. “I ran into Zoe at school today, and she wanted to know why I wasn’t at my aunt’s ranch in Texas.” He raises his eyebrows and gives me a pointed stare.

“You never run into Zoe at school.” Juniors and seniors have their lockers nowhere near freshmen and sophomores. And they seldom have the same classes.

“Yeah, I know. It was a freak thing.”

“So, what did you tell her?” I hold my breath, waiting.

“That it was a girls’ weekend thing and I wasn’t invited.”

My breath whooshes out. “Thanks, Josh.”

He shakes his head. “How’s this double life working for you, Charlotte?”

He’s calling me Charlotte to make a point. He knows why I’m leading this double life. He just doesn’t agree with it.

“It’s working just fine.” I retrieve a Tupperware container from the cupboard and grab some tongs. “I’m sorry. I should have told you what I’d told her, just in case you ran into her. It just never occurred to me that you would.”
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