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    To all the wonderful friends I made in
Russia. I see Alexei in every one of you.


And for Nate.


Special thanks to Katja for her invaluable help in choosing the title and to my wonderfully patient design team who stuck with me through multiple rounds of covers!

      

    

Papi’s old car stops with a loud clunk as he pulls it into a parking space.

“Ah, mi bonita, you will rest a while and then you are good as new, sí?” Papi pats the car gently as I open my seatbelt. He speaks to the car more and more as it gets older and louder, the same way he speaks to our kitchen things and his work tools. It is silly, but it is Papi, and everyone loves him, especially me.

Mama died when I was seven, so Papi and I are alone, but he never lets me feel lonely. When we moved from Puerto Rico a year later, Papi found a job cleaning at my school so we can be home together. After I finish my homework, he always finds something special for us to do before we go to Rising Star Gymnastics Center. But it is his work at the center every night that always reminds me how very much he loves me.

Papi puts his arm around me as we walk into the center, and I smile up at him. I missed my gymnastics classes most when we moved here, so Papi came to the center and offered to trade cleaning for lessons for me. Classes end early on Tuesday and Friday, and it is hard to say no to my Papi, so they agreed. That is when I first met Alexei.

Tonight, we are early for my lesson, but I will wait and watch the other girls while Papi starts cleaning. He kisses my hair and waves at me and then goes to get his cart and begin cleaning.

“Hello, Eva!” I have only a small warning before a pair of arms grabs me and squeezes me in a hug that is harder than he knows.

“Hi, Ilya.” When he lets go, I pull back and smile. Ilya is thirteen and two years older than I am, which would make his hugs very awkward except that he has Down syndrome and is more like a little boy. I only see him on Friday nights, when he comes here to stay with Alexei after eating dinner with his best friend’s family. Ilya loves to watch gymnastics, and he is my biggest cheerleader after Papi.

“Come dance!” Ilya pulls me toward the gym, and I laugh.

“Wait, Ilya! You go in and watch. I have to change. I cannot practice in this.”

“You look very pretty, Eva.” He smiles his big smile at me, and I laugh again.

“Pretty, yes. But not for practice. Go watch the others for a little while. I will come soon.”

“Eva is best to watch.” Ilya pats my back and then turns to the gym. I shake my head and smile as I watch him go.

It is a very sweet and a very silly thing to say, and I know it is not true. Jailey is always training when I am, and she is an elite level gymnast who might go to the Olympics. I know Ilya likes me best just because Alexei is my coach, and he loves Alexei more than anything.

In the locker room, I take time changing and putting my hair up, knowing the girls’ team is not finished practicing and Alexei will be helping them. He is not their coach, but the coaches like him very much and always want to have his help.

I am still trying to wrap all my hair in a ponytail when the girls enter the locker room. I make myself small in a corner of the mirror and mostly do not listen as they talk and giggle around me. They are still talking when I am finished, so I carefully squeeze through and go to the other side of the lockers to put away my bag and shoes. I know Alexei and Coach Kopp are still working on cleaning the equipment, so I sit down on the bench. I am not really listening to the other girls until I hear the word “janitor.”

“No way! Really? Does she, like, help him clean or something?” The voice is high and squeaky and not one I remember hearing on the team before.

Another girl laughs with a snort.

“No, I think it’s sort of a deal with the center where she can use the gym while her dad cleans the place.”

“By herself?” The other girl sounds impressed, and I shake my head and smile. Even Jailey does not use the equipment without her coach. Another girl laughs.

“No, I think Alexei’s supposed to watch her. He’s her coach or something.”

“If you can call it that.” The tone in this voice makes me sit up straight and bite my lip. “I mean, her dad’s paying for it with janitor work. You don’t get a real coach for that.”

“But he’s so cute!” someone else says, and I roll my eyes. Alexei is very good looking, but he is twenty-three and much older than all of them. I wonder what they would think if they saw the picture of Irina he keeps in his wallet or knew about the ring he wants to buy her.

“I mean, sure, he’s cute.” In my mind, I can see the girl flipping her hair over her shoulder. “But he’s not a coach. He only teaches the little kids and the rec classes. If he was any good, he’d work with a team. And he’s never done that, even after Coach Harris left two years ago. They know he’s no good. I’ll bet he’d never even seen gymnastics equipment before he came here.”

“So why does he give lessons if he’s not a coach?”

“Because she’s a charity case. And it’s not like she’s any good, or they’d give her a real coach. I’m just glad Alexei works with her so the real coaches can focus.”

I think they switch their talk to other things, but I am frozen with their words. Papi did not ask charity for me, and I am good at my moves. I will show them someday, but to do that, I need to compete. Girls move onto the team when they are good enough, but Alexei has never spoken of it to me. Does he think I am not good enough? Or has he taught me wrong things and is afraid the judges will say so? I know Alexei does not coach the teams, but I did not know it is because he is not good enough. If I am good like he says, why will he not let me compete?

My mind feels cold and foggy as I leave the locker room and go to the gym. Alexei is listening to something Coach Kopp is saying, nodding his head as the older man talks. I have seen the coach’s trophies from high school and college in the hall cases, but I have never seen any with Alexei’s name.

Coach Kopp walks away, and Alexei turns to me with his shining smile.

“Hola, Eva.”

“Privet, Alexei.” I always enjoy this way of greeting, and I try to smile like usual, but Alexei frowns.

“Something is wrong?”

Something is wrong, but it is not something I can tell him. I shake my head and start on my stretches. Alexei watches me for a moment and then turns back to wiping the mats we will not use. Papi never has to clean the equipment because the coaches care for it after every practice. Or Alexei does, who is not a real coach and maybe not as good.

Ilya is watching from the parents’ stands, and when I do a split, he claps hard, the same as he would for a roundoff back handspring. He does not know or care about the difference. Alexei does, but now I wonder how much he really knows.

I turn to watch Jailey as I continue with my stretches. She has a good chance of going to the Olympics, and her coach is one of the best. He does not work for the center, but they pay to train here because Jailey lives nearby. They are working on a move on the uneven bars. It is much better than anything Alexei has taught me. I know the thought is not fair. Jailey is elite, and I have never competed for a level. But still I wonder how much better I could be with a real coach.

Papi brings me to competitions when they are nearby, and I have seen girls much younger than me who compete. He always smiles at me like I am just as good as they are, and I think I am as good as some of them. Alexei tells me I am good, but I will not know how good without a judge to say so. Is Alexei afraid to let a judge see what I have learned?

“You are ready, Eva?”

I jump at the sound of Alexei’s voice behind me, and he catches me before I fall. His words are soft with a Russian accent that reminds me strangely of home. Never before did I startle when he speaks.

“I am ready.” I move my eyes from Jailey and her coach and try to look Alexei in the face.

“How is it with your papa?” Alexei tips his head to the side as he looks at me.

“It is good.” I take a deep breath and try to smile.

“And school?” Alexei asks.

“Also good. I will have a math test next week.”

“Do you worry about it?” Alexei is still watching me. He wants me to tell him what I am thinking so I can put it aside and think only on my moves. Alexei says this is part of my training, and I always love talking with him. But I will not tell him what is in my mind tonight.

“Not very much. Papi will help me study.” I take a breath and make my shoulders straight so Alexei will think that is all.

“You are ready?” He looks like he does not believe it, but I nod and go to the open area near the stands where Ilya can see best and get in position for the floor routine. No one will see it but Alexei and Ilya, and Papi when it is ready
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