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Pressure. Pressure. 


I was flying through the air, and then spinning as my mind was powerless to control my body, it does as it wills. I’m held by centripetal force as I did a double tuck, also known as a handspring front on vault. 


The air was buzzing around me, filling up the room with being, just the pressure of doing well. I felt my mom staring at me, her eyes boring holes into the back of my neck. Years of experience has taught me to ignore, to deal, to woman up. (I use the term “woman up” because I feel that the phrase “man up” is a stereotype because men are “supposed” to be strong, muscular, and buff, not just physically, but emotionally too.)

I whirled around, hearing the whistle of the air around me. I saw the mat five feet below me. My body naturally finished the easy routine. My muscles have been trained to do this routine so that I don’t even have to think about it. Muscle memory, some might call it. 

Sticking it, I brought my arms up and smiled. My coach, Sara Bennovicci, smiled at me and gave me an encouraging thumbs-up. That’s the end of our team’s meet against the Gliders of Boulder. We are the Level 8 team for the MileHigh Elite team of Denver. 

 Feeling proud of my vault, I walked back to my teammates, not surprised to find them congratulating me on my flawless performance for my not-so-hard routine. I looked at my score, a measly 8.3. I know, I know, that’s a not a bad score, I’m just used to getting 9.0’s and 9.5’s and anywhere in between and maybe higher when I’m on bars. 

My bars routine was actually pretty good: Kip cast handstand, half pirouette, freehip, kip squat on, jump to high bar, kip cast handstand, giant giant, layout flyaway, and stick. I got a 9.4.

At the end of the meet, the judges announced the final scores. I didn’t get my hopes up. I knew that even though I performed pretty well, my routines hadn’t been that great. My friend, Ruth (I call her Ruthie), got first all-around with a 37.5. Nataly came in before me with a 36.45. I came in fifth with a 36.25


 Boulder’s top gymnast, Rosalie Martte, came in second with a score of 37.075. I got placed in fifth. Here were the rankings:

	Name
	Rank
	Score
	Team

	Ruth Norman
	1st
	37.5
	MileHigh

	Rosalie Martte
	2nd
	37.075
	Gliders

	Natasha Cedding
	3rd
	36.5
	                   Gliders         

	Nataly Kiprech
	4th
	36.45
	MileHigh

	Shela Dingane
	5th
	36.25
	MileHigh


Luckily, we got placed first for team. By a small margin.
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My name is Shela Dingane, and my last name came down from the Zulu ruler Dingane, but of course, I’m not of royal blood. I just turned 10 in August, which is summer here, but I still think of it as winter. I am a Zulu gymnast. Weird combination, huh? 

Here are some things you [the reader] should know about me aka ME! facts: 

1. My life motto is ngiyakholwa minangaimpukane, which translates to “I believe I can fly”. It’s a good motto for gymnastics especially.
2. Although, my passion is for gymnastics, I also enjoy aerial dance, reading, talking to my imaginary friends, (don’t judge me!)  and trying on stiletto heels at Macy’s.  

3. Zulu is my first language, so I tend to drop it into my everyday language when I 1) want to say something mean or curse and 2) when my English vocabulary drops out on me and I don’t have a word for what I’m trying to say. I do it automatically, so I’m sorry for the inconvenience. [I’ll add translations.]

4. My family used to live on Fernwood Ave, or 25 Fernwood Avenue, Cape Town, Western Cape, South Africa. My dad got a job as the ambassador for the United States of America, and we moved out of our lovely house to Washington D.C. After spending a couple years there, my parents took a trip to Colorado, LOVED it, capital L-O-V-E-D, and we moved here. 

5. All the while I had been doing gymnastics. I have been doing gymnastics ever since I could walk. First I trained at the JGC [Johannesburg Gymnastics Centre], where my BFF’s were Grenna McCally, and Lilli Costa. After that I went to the YWCA in DC, and my skill level decreased drastically. Then I came over to 5280, and they got me back on track. 

6. Gymnastics is my life. If I lose it, I’m dead. 
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I smiled on the podium, acting like it was all OK, and that my biggest dream was to get fifth at a meet. Against Boulder. Boulder! We were faster, stronger, more agile, more flexible. And overall, better. But I got placed in fifth! Fifth!

 Gymnastics teaches you how to act, especially when you get placed in fifth at a meet that you could’ve won. I HATE my stupid ankle.  
I stopped smiling. 

I was smiling, lifting my arms to signal the start of my routine. Smile, smile, I thought. I’m posing, dancing, swaying to the classical music. Running, running, front handspring, front layout, stick. Smile, smile. Half turn, pose, and run. I began my Arabian front stretched. Round off back handspring, half twist, front tuck, and stick; it goes through my mind. It seems I do each section in slow motion. I smile at the half twist in the middle of my tuck, executed perfectly, and that millisecond of distraction causes me to stick my tuck awkwardly. Regaining my balance, I put weight on my left foot. I can’t see. I can’t feel. I’m numb. Thrusting my arms up, I attempted to smile, failing miserably. Once the signal has been sounded, I collapse. My coach, who has been watching me this whole time, ran over and picked me up. And that’s when I passed out. 

The whole scene flashed before my eyes in a second. Remembering where I was, I shook it off and resumed to smiling. Fake smiling. 
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 “Honey, why do you feel bad about yourself? Look at you, you got fifth.”

“Against Boulder. Boulder. Boulder!”

“What’s so bad about Boulder?”

I didn’t mean to do it, but it’s like I have an automatic trigger to roll my eyes whenever my mom says something stupid.

“Don’t roll your eyes at me young-“

“Blah, blah, blah.”

“Don’t make those hand motions that make it look like your hands are talking, Ms. Dingane.”

“Why not?”

“Stop it with the attitude, Little Miss Sunshine.”

“Wow mom, I never thought that I would live to see a day where you use sarcasm in your everyday language.”

That really got her. I could tell by her knuckles turning white and her jaw becoming squarer, as if she was gritting her teeth.

 But I didn’t expect the response that came out of next. 

“Mina sobonana nibadumele, kanye nawena ukubafuna ukulathukuthele.” She said in Zulu. 
{I see, you are disappointed, and you want to take it out on somebody.}

Leave it to her to understand somebody like the back of her hand. Actually, scratch that. I don’t know the back of my hand so well; so she can understand somebody like a psychic. Maybe she is a psychic. 

“Niwenalungisa. Mina hhayifanele navumela bona minathukuthelisa.” I respond. 
{You’re correct. I shouldn’t have let them anger me.}

“Nibawena indodakazi yami kanye nangiziqhenya ngaukuba”

{You are my daughter, and I’m proud of that.}

She said it without looking at me, keeping her eyes on the road. Umama wani {my mom} always kept her eyes on the road, no matter what. Seriously, if the car was about to explode, that’s the only time umama wani would take her eyes off the road and on to the nearest escape routes. She is that serious about safe driving.  

We pulled up into our driveway. Right now we live in 1236 E 9th Avenue and Humboldt Street, Denver, CO.  For some reason, we always live by my gymnastics gyms. (MileHigh Elite is on E Colfax Avenue and Marion Street.) I can never make heads or tails of it. I mean, I have two older siblings, and they play soccer and basketball, but we never live by those gyms or anything. It’s always me. My career. Don’t get me wrong, I love being #1, but sometimes I wonder why. Why me? (Not in a bad way.) 

I got out of the car, and my mom threw me the keys. Unlocking the door I stepped inside my house, the new one. This one still doesn’t feel like home, even though we’ve had it for some six months.  My brother comes up to me and says, 

“How was your meet? Did you crush Boulder?”

Pause. I kept walking. 

“Judging by the fact you’re not answering me, you didn’t win.”

I can’t hold it in any longer. 

“I GOT PLACED IN FIFTH!” I scream. “DO YOU CALL THAT WINNING?!” 

“Hey, hey, hey, c’mere.”  Injabulo opened his arms to me. I flew into them, and I started crying. 

“Aww, is somebody cwying?” A mocking voice, well, mocks, behind me. 

My eyes narrowed and my teeth gritted, I spin to face him, my evil brother, Impela, or as I like to call him, Ububi. (All of my sibling’s names are Zulu, including mine. I’m Passion, Injabulo is Happiness -with the nickname Inja-, and Impela is Truth, but his “real name”, Ububi, is Evil.)
“You just messed with a Level 8 gymnast.”

“Oooooh, I’m sooo scared.” Impela exaggerated the “so”. 

“You really want to go that far?”

“What’s gonna happen, you’re gonna slap me? Oh no! I’m gonna get slapped by a little girl!”
“Ya wanna piece o’ me?!” WHAP! “Guess you got served! Poneage!” And I did just that. I slapped him. And hard. 
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 Crossing my arms, I marched to my room.  I slammed the framed Plexi-Glass door; I hear my chimes clinging. (I have them attached to my door to serve as a doorbell.) I have a royal purple room, and a whole wall devoted to my medals and ribbons. I have my most prized possession on this wall: my mother’s Olympic Gold. She gave it to me when I won my first meet, and since then the pressure to live up to my mother has been ever so crushing.  

 My walls are a collage of posters of Shawn Johnson, Nastia Liukin, Alicia Sacramone and my biggest one of my mother, Kaya Amahle, with autographs and without. 

My room has a loft in it, where I sleep. My bed is made of two tatami mats and a mattress on which I sleep; I adore the Japanese culture. My loft resembles traditional Japan, and lets out to a modern main room. 

My loft is just big enough to hold my bed and some furniture. It has a low oriental bedside table, a 10” deep black table shaped like a scroll, and a wooden trapezoidal chest that holds all of my books. I have every genre of book, but mostly fantasy, like the Inheritance series and The Hunger Games. When you come in through the glass gate into my loft, you are facing south, and my bed is across from you pressed horizontally against the wall with my bedside table squished next to it. My book-chest is at the foot of my bed, or the west side of the room. Besides that, facing east is my little Eastern “vanity table”, filled with my makeup, hand creams, lotions, hair and nail accessories, and to top it off, a small mirror. The table has five drawers, so I’m able to organize my things properly. 

Perpendicular to my bedside table was my computer table. It’s a very deep reddish-brown and has three drawers that I don’t use. I have two different desks, one that has my computer, an iMac, 21” with a smart keyboard and mouse. My computer is the only thing in my loft that isn’t Japanese (well, that is if you don’t count my mattress). My desk isn’t big enough to have homework and a computer, so my homework desk is downstairs in the modern section of my room. I have two windows on the east and west sides of my room. The west window gives me a view of the landing and atrium. We have a little “hole” in our second floor, and that gives us a chance to look down on our main floor. It also provides light for our little “entrance hall”. The ladder leading up to my loft is a cross between a ladder and a staircase, with steps that are deep red planks of wood with low bronze handrails. 

On the bottom section of my room, I have a fuzzy lime green carpet with a soft, cushiony, cream colored chair and footstool for reading in the corner of my room. I have two lamps on either side of my chair; they’re all the same kind: contemporary lamps with a metallic pole and a square lamp colored with stripes. To the left of my chair (from a birds’ eye view) and the side lamps, is my homework desk. My homework desk is a honey wood color with orange, green, yellow and blue five-sided cubes (the open side facing the front) that serve as shelves. I have two “shelves” stacked one upon the other on either side of my desk. I also have two lamps on both sides of my desk, one next to the two by my reading chair. The lamps have three lights on them, and each light has an extending arm which can turn. The lights themselves are colored, different colors for each bulb. My loft is above all of this. I have a couch next to my desk on the other wall. My couch is gray with a matching long cylindrical cushion as the backrest. It doesn’t have any legs. Next to my couch is my medal wall. On the north wall, I have my dresser with all of my clothes. It has a closet with two racks, one on top of the other, and five drawers.  My door is on the west side of my room, a couple feet away from my ladder to my loft. 
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Marching up to my loft, I sit down with The Secret Life of Bees by Sue Monk Kidd.  

Reading is my escape world, the place where I can go when everything goes wrong. Like now. I melted into the world of Lily Owens, Rosaleen Daise, and August, June and May Boatwright. I would love to write a book sometime, I just don’t know what to write about. 
I tried reading for five minutes but I couldn’t concentrate I was so disappointed with myself for not getting first or second at the meet. I should have been up there on the high block on the podium. Thinking of the podium made me remember my flashback to the Denver vs. Cheyenne meet where I broke my ankle. 

I try reading again, this time successfully dissolving into the paper pages.
After an hour or two, my mom comes in to find me asleep. 

(((

Bzz. Bzz. 


Impukanesuka! Ngiyabheka ngasekodwa cha impukane ulapha. Umoyashaya, insandla samishaya okunyentofontofo kodwa kanzima, okwaumsipha uthambini. Uyashukuma. Amegincino amadeini ngiyalda ekugcinenibamba impukane! Uykhuluma. Ukuthubadweba.

{Go away fly! I looked around, but no fly is here. Beating the air, my hand hit something soft, but then hard, like muscle on bone. It moved. At long last I have finally caught the fly! It spoke. Scratch that.} 


“Intombivuka.  Ukuqalazijwyaza inithathu ihola.”


{Sweetheart, wake up. Practice starts in three hours.}


I was awake.


Umama wani was standing over my bed. Her cheek was a rosier shade of plum.  


So that’s what I hit, I thought.  


“I’ll be down there in fifteen at the most.” I said. 


I wait until she leaves, then spring out of bed.  Putting on my leotard, warm-up jacket and matching sweatpants, I sped downstairs. My breakfast was gone in a second. I hopped onto the computer, and started to IM with Nataly. We talked about the meet, and my ankle, and new book in Rick Riordan’s new series, Son of Neptune. We agreed that we would get one to share (since Riordan’s books are so expensive) in celebration of winning the meet.  Nataly and I are always looking for excuses to go shopping. Shopping for anything will do, but preferably books. Nataly shares my love for books. 


I logged off the computer and went downstairs to my little training room. I always warm up before practice, and then continue choreographing routines. I love choreography, especially floor, but we don’t have enough space to install a gymnastics floor. Luckily, we live by a park, Cheesman Park actually (isn’t that such a funny name?), so I go and practice my floor routines there. The ones that I choreograph aren’t the ones that I perform, but sometimes I do them for fun if I arrive early at the gym or stay late. 


I hop up onto the beam, and start my made-up routine.  
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My head was a foot away from the beam, and the beam seemed to be moving towards my face. My feet caught me at the last second. My left ankle felt sore the moment I put pressure on it, like a bruise, not bad, but it hurts. I lifted my upper body up, swiveled on the spot, take a step and leap. My legs split apart, and then I’m back on the beam. I begin my back handspring. At the other end of the beam, I run into a round off and a layout as my dismount. 

“Good, good, good. Set a bit closer before you flip.” Coach Sara advises me. 


“Okie-dokie. That I will work on.” 


“Again.” 


Hopping back on beam, I did my routine again, this time paying special attention to how much I set on my dismount. 


My coach responded with a warm, “Your arms can be higher. Don’t bend your knees. More height on the layout.” And walked away.


ME! fact: I hate when I don’t get the last word. 


I got up on beam again, this time doing my own choreographed routine, making tweaks here and there so it wouldn’t be the so similar as my real one.


I land on my butt (humiliating myself) on my made-up dismount move: a straddle flip. It’s really hard, but I’ll get it someday. Hopefully. 


“What do you think you’re doing?! What is that dismount move anyway?! It looks sloppy!”


Ah, assistant coach Clara. What a pleasure having you yell at me like you own the gym. Oh, you don’t own the gym? Well, that’s news to me and pretty much everybody else. What is wrong with you lady anyway?!


“Up, up, get up! Get your lazy butt off of that dirty mat! Up, up!” 



 Wenaqalekisa, Coach Clara!

{Curse you, Coach Clara!}


“I said up, you dirty, brattish, good-for-nothing… uurgh!” Clara said quietly, like she was afraid of anybody hearing her uncalled for rampage, but her voice was still full of anger. 


I sat there with a stupid grin on my face. This was going to be fun.


ME! fact: I thoroughly enjoy provoking Coach Clara, mostly because I hate, hate, HATE her. 


“I said up! Ay caramba! Lo que esta mal con estas personas?!” She swore in Spanish.


“Do you see a therapist? Because if you don’t, I could get you one, you know, ‘cause it seems like you really have some anger management issues.”


“Fuera! A cabo ahora!” 


I noticed the vein in her neck was throbbing. Her face was getting quite red too. 


I calmly walk over to the bars to practice my routine. 
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”First day of school! And it’s a new school! Are you excited?” Ruthie asked me. 


“Uuuh, what kind of question is that? Duh, I’m excited.” I responded into the mouthpiece. 


Ruth and I were on the phone, prior to my first day of school. At a new school, too- Hiram Ulysses Grant Elementary School, which is shortened to Ulysses Grant Elementary School, which is to Grant Elementary, which is shortened even more to Grant.

“I wonder what school is like. I’ve never been.” 


“I know, I know, you’ve been homeschooled for everything except preschool. You’ve told me like, five million times.” 


Ruth’s mom is an artist, and she does all of her work at home, in her studio. They renovated their garage into an art studio. Her dad, well, he lives in Russia with his parents and is totally out of the picture. 


Her mom felt like she should raise her child to become an artist, and then Ruth discovered gymnastics. Her mother finally accepted gymnastics as an artistic sport, and Ruth stayed homeschooled until present day. She’s going to go to a college, but no elementary school, middle school, or high school. 


“Tell me what it’s like, okay?” 


“Like I did last year, the year before, and in third grade?”


“Hey, every grade is different.”


“No, Ruthie. You get dropped off at school, go to your classroom, learn, learn, learn, and then have recess, and then go back to your classroom, and then learn some more, and then you have lunch, and then you have more learning, and then you get to go home.”


“Oh. Well, tell me anyways, okay?”


“Fine. Listen, GTG so love you and bye!”


“What’s GTG?”


“Got to go. Now see you, Ruthie.”

(((

“Class, please sit down.” Mrs. What’s-Her-Face said. “Hello class, my name is Mrs. Brooks. I will be your teacher for this year.”


Yippee, I thought.


“Class, now we will go around and say our names and something we did over the summer. I’ll go first, class. Let’s see…” she pretended to think, “Oh, yeah, I got married! And for our honeymoon, Mark and I went to France, Germany, Hawaii, and Japan.”


Feeling that she was going to drone on and on, I took a look around me. There was a brunette in front of me, wrapped up in the teacher’s talk about her honeymoon.


 How did that lady even get hired as a teacher anyway? I thought.

 Beginning my rituals, I first surveyed the room and looked at all the boys. Then I ordered them from cutest to gross. There was this one guy who had sun-bleached brown hair well-tanned skin looked Hispanic. He was yawning and closing his eyes to the teacher’s very bland monotone.  He was classified as first.


Getting bored, I started imagining me winning the Olympics. The phenomenal bars routine, amazing floor (choreographed by me, of course), awesome beam, and astounding vault. I was seen as one of the best gymnasts ever created and trained. I was rich, the richest. I started my own gym and trained some of the gymnasts with the best chances to win the Olympics. 


I heard in the back of my head, “Sheela, Sheela Deenjanee.”


Not recognizing my own name, I continued daydreaming. 


“Will somebody please tap her on the shoulder? Sheela. Sheela!”


I felt a slight tap on my arm. Suddenly, the classroom was before me. 


“Oh, what? Sorry. What are we doing? Oh, right. Summer. Well I… I went to a special gymnastics camp. For three weeks.” I shrugged like it was no biggie. 

“As a spectator, right?” Mrs. What’s-Her-Face asked. 


“Spectators aren’t allowed. Everybody knows that.” I felt like adding a seriously, lady? and a raising an eyebrow. But I didn’t. 


“So you are a gymnast?”


“Duh.” I could tell that Mrs. What’s-Her-Face was getting annoyed by my attitude.


“Wait, so you can do a flip?” A student asked me. She had red hair and blue glasses.


“A flip? Pu-leeze. I can do a back tuck.”


“Prove it.” The cute boy told me. He cocked his head to one side and crossed his arms. 


“Yeah,” the brunette said.


“Okay. Back tuck? You are about to get poned.”


“Class, let’s calm down. I’m sure she’s just bluffing.” The teacher tried to calm down her excited class. She failed.


Deciding the time was right, I did a back tuck. 


“Gasp.” The redhead said. Her mouth was wide open.


I walked up to the cute guy’s face.


“Is that proof?”


“Duh. You did a back flip.”


“Gasp.” The redhead said again.


I turned around and gave her one of my “really/seriously?” looks.


She shut up. 


I looked up at the teacher. She seemed a bit flustered. Just a bit. (Wink, wink.)

“Class, take your seats. There will be time to play these…” she waved her hand, looking for the right word. “…silly games at recess. Which, in fact, is in fifteen minutes.” She says through grit teeth. “We try not to waste time in Mrs. Brooks’ class. This, by the way, is my class, if you were not able to figure that out. Now SIT!” She enforces. 


I sauntered over to my seat, and, once seated, put my feet up on my desk. I looked at the teacher, who has noticed my dirty neon basketball shoes, and was lifting her chin and pursing her lips; drawing her eyes away from my shoes, she managed to keep them tethered for a moment, but then her eyes dart toward me. I smile.


 Mission accomplished! I say to myself. Even though I didn’t really have a mission. What evs. 
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“Yes, I’ll tell you about my first day of school at the gym. Don’t worry…. Ya. See you!”


I hang up and run to the door to get my gym bag. I was so excited to get to practice after a full seven and a half hours of Mrs. What’s-Her-Face. And the redhead, Branna Byrne, oh my God, don’t even get me started on her. In seven hours I had learned that she was Irish, and her name means “hair as beautiful and dark as a raven” which is weird because she’s a redhead. Her last name is “raven” which makes even less sense. Gaelic is also her first language, so she would answer the questions in Gaelic, whether she was called on or not. She’s just so excited about everything, which is the annoying thing about her. Her mouth should be diagnosed with ADHD. Seriously. 


See, I told you not to get me started. 


Anyway, the point is I’m just plain tired of school already and I can’t wait to get to the gym. 


“MOOOOOOOOM! Get down here! We’re gonna be late for practice!”


“Sweetie, what are you talking about? It starts in half an hour! And I am in the shower! So I can’t get you to school!” My mom shouted. I heard the water running. 


School?  I thought.

“I mean practice!” 


Oh.


“Well hurry up then!” I yell up the stairs.


“What did you just say, young lady?” My loving response was.


“Nothing! Just get down here!” 


“If you keep treating me like this, you’re not going to practice today!” The water stopped.


I shut up. 

(((

“Alright everybody.  Gather round. We all have a very big meet in two weeks. State. I will be very upset if we don’t place first in this meet. We are the best the gym in this state. Everybody got that?” 


“Yes Coach Sara,” the gym responded in unison.


“Good. Now get to practice! We need to be in tip-top condition.”


The club quickly dispersed and went back to practicing their various routines. I, on the other hand, went up to Coach Sara and said, 


“Hey, will you help me with my floor routine?”


“Hay is for horses and cows like it too, but sure, I’ll help you with your floor routine.”


“Yeah, I’m having trouble landing my layout on my tuck/layout thingy. I keep falling on my face.”


“Sure. I’ll be right with you. Work on your own choreographed routine in the meantime. Depending on the choreography, I might take the dance moves and put the real skills in instead of your choreographed ones.”


“Got it.”


“Oh, and Shela, is there something going on between you and Coach Clara? I heard her yelling at you the other day.”


“Well, you see, I made up this move that I call a straddle flip, and I think that you can tell what it is from the name. And so I was doing my, like, beam routine and I ended with a straddle flip, and, like landed on my butt. Then Clara comes along,-“


“Coach Clara.”


“Yeah, well anyway, she’s like all ‘Get off your butt you good for nothing brat!’ and I was like…well actually, I didn’t say anything. And then she, like, started swearing in Spanish. At least, I think it was swearing. And then she stormed out. So, yeah, that, like, pretty much sums it up.”


My coach pursed her lips.


“Go practice. I’ll be with you momentarily.” She waved me away. “Oh, and Shela, work on your grammar. ‘Like’ doesn’t belong in every sentence.”


Walking away, I tried to get a glance at Coach Sara, but she looked at me in a way that translated to “If you watch me, you die” and so I instantly turned around.   But it seemed like she was headed toward the coach’s offices.


Walking over to the floor, I join my friends (Ruthie, Nataly, and Natalia, some girl who moved up a level yesterday) and in stretching out our hamstrings, aka doing the splits. I ease into them; after a couple months of doing gymnastics, it’s no biggie. 


“Drum roll please...” Ruth said in her deep artificial voice. 


Nataly laughed, but beat her hands against the ground. Natalia follows her lead. I just shook my head and laughed, knowing what’s coming up. 


“Hooow waaas yoooour daaay aaat schooool?” Ruth asked me, as if she’s in a slo-mo movie. 


Laughing, I said, “Alrighty guys, you ready to be bombarded with boredom?” 


Ruthie smiled. “It’s not boring to get to go to school like a normal child.” She said.


“Normal child? Ruthie, look at us. We are gymnasts. We are not normal children.” I responded. 


“Well, I meant, get to be a normal child for seven and a half hours.” 


Rolling my eyes, I proceeded to give them all of the important details of my very boring day. The only thing I don’t tell them is the flip. Why? No idea. 


“That sounds fun.” Ruthie said after my word rampage. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me. Fun? No! It’s tedious, dull, monotonous, and humdrum.” 


“Humdrum?” asked Natalia.


 Nataly’s head snapped up. ”Humdrum. H-U-M-D-R-U-M. Humdrum. A noun lacking in excitement or variety. - Google Dictionary.” 


The three of us cracked up. Natalia, the poor soul, had no idea what had just happened, so she started to do her faux laugh. 


“Hey, I don’t remember saying that we could all have a laughing fest over here! Get back to work!” We whirled around and there comes Coach Clara, wonderful Coach Clara.  “Oh, and Shela darling, show me your routine now!”


“Uuuh, well, hate to break it to ya, but you, lady, are not the head coach and you do not own this gym, though it obviously seems like you think you do.”


“I…I do not think I own this gym, and I have totally accepted the fact that although I’m a better head coach than Sara, I am assistant coach, and there’s nothing I can do to change that.”


Lifting her chin, she walked away.  


“TMI,” Nataly said to me.


“Totally. Wait, what’s TMI?”Ruth responded. 


“Too Much Info.”



“Oh.” Pause. “What was she even talking about?” 


“I was telling Shela.”


“Well, so-rry. How was I supposed to tell?”


“I was looking at her. Duh.” 


“Well… well,” Ruth tried to come up with something cool to say, but couldn’t choke out a word. Poor Ruthie. She managed a “Well that doesn’t mean you were talking to her,” and walked away. 

“Yo, I need the floor, dawgs,” I said to the Level 7 girls that were stretching on the floor. I sauntered over (my saunter having been perfected by today’s practice), pretending to be a “gangsta”; I also winked and smiled just to make sure that it was communicated that I came in peace. They laughed and exited the area.


I imagined the music, Someone Like You by Adele, and started dancing to the wonderful, slow, sad, melodious sound. 


ME! fact: I love Adele.


I did my own choreographed dance, doing it skills and all.  


“Good, good. Now, instead of the back, I want you to do a back full. You can do it, and I want you to perform well at State.” Coach Sara says to me, and walks over. “I like the dancing. What music are you dancing to?” 


“Someone Like You.”


“Huh. Don’t know it.” She shrugged. “I’ll look it up on YouTube later. Try it again with the back full. I’ll spot you.”
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“Good morning class.”


No response. Mrs. What’s-Her-Face looked around expectantly, but got no reply except for the “Hello Mrs. Banks! Is that the correct response? Because if so, then will it get me extra points? On the next test, I mean, because I think that you shouldn’t get points for saying hello to you, Mrs. Banks. And also, my dad, he thinks that--” from Branna the Not-So-Dark-Haired-But-Very-Annoying-None-The-Less and got cut off with a very sharp “Thank you, Mrs. Byrne. And my name is Mrs. Brooks, not Banks. Class, it is customary to say ‘Good morning, Mrs. Brooks’ after I greet you with a ‘Good morning class.’ Now, let’s get down to business. Please open your math books and turn to the introduction. I will give you five minutes to read it.” 


I started reading it, but after five seconds, it proved itself to be tedious and dull. I sat back in my chair and put my legs on the sides of my desk legs. A paper plane landed on my desk.  I looked around, and the cute guy winked at me. I unfolded the plane, and it said “Hey, do you want to show me some more gymnastics skills at recess? They look really cool. I looked up some gymnastics videos last night on YouTube.”


I wrote my answer back on the piece of paper, folded it back up, and flew the little plane back to his desk. He began to unfold it, just as Mrs. What’s-Her-Face-Looked up. Her eyes scanned the room, and I pretended to read my textbook. 


“Mr. Rioz, please tell me what you have in your hand.”


“My notes from the introduction to the math textbook, Mrs. Banks.”


 “Brooks. Mrs. Brooks. Do you think that I am a fool, Mr. Rioz? No, I am not. Now tell me, what is really in your hand?”


“I told you, it’s my notes.”


“Please come up to my desk and give me your so called notes, Mr. Rioz.”


Grudgingly, “Mr. Rioz” walked up to Mrs. What’s-Her-Face’s desk and slammed the slip of paper on to her desk. 


“Thank you, Mr. Rioz. Now, let’s see here. It says ‘Hey, do you want to show me some more gymnastics skills at recess? They look really cool. I looked up some videos last night on YouTube.’ And then there’s a response that says ‘olungile ikefu.’ I thought we knew how to write in this class. We are fifth graders here!”


“Actually, they are real words, that is, in Zulu. And, you know, that if you were a fifth grade, you wouldn’t be eligible to teach, not that it makes a difference. You really don’t seem eligible to teach even now.”


Mrs. What’s-Her-Face, dangerously calm, picked up the phone. She dialed a number, and by the way she was looking at me, I could tell that it wasn’t going to be a nice person on the other line. 


“Hello, Principal Kiprech, yes, I have a rude student here, can she come down to see you? Yes, I think she should get a detention. Yes, right away sir.” She hung up the phone. “Come along Mrs. Deenjanee.”


“It’s Dingane, thank you very much, Mrs. Banks.” I countered.


ME! fact: Mrs. What’s-Her-Face might be becoming another Clara, aka someone that I enjoy provoking.


I sauntered out of the room, knowing that once the principal called umama wani, it would be all over. No iPod Touch for a month. No Facebook until my birthday. Worst of all, oh no, the horror, no shopping for a year! You’re exaggerating. I comforted myself. I think.


 I’m so great at comforting myself. 


I walked down the hallway, sharp Mrs. What’s-Her-Face briskly walking at my side. Her pastel pumps made a sound in between a clack and a thump. For the first time, I actually looked at my teacher and saw her, saw what she looked like, what she was wearing. Mrs. What’s-Her-Face was wearing a black a-line skirt and sky blue pumps with a deep purple shirt. But what really caught my attention was an electric blue belt that fastened her skirt to her waist, and gave her an hourglass figure. She was young, looked around low thirties or high twenties. The top half of her hair was pulled back into a barrette. For the first time, I thought she looked kind of nice, pretty even. 


“Here we are, Principal Kiprech’s office. Good luck, Mrs. Dingane.” She opened the door.


“Wonderful.” I muttered.


“Come on in, Shela.” A familiar voice beckoned me. I walked in, and my mouth dropped open. It was Nataly’s dad! 


Of course! How could I have been so stupid? Kiprech. I knew that. I thought.


“Shela, please sit down.” He gestured to the uncomfortable wooden chairs in front of his desk. I looked at him, sitting in his memory-foam-like chair, and I wondered why there at least couldn’t be a LoveSac or something. Adults, adults, adults.  Tsk, tsk. 


“Shela, you know that being rude to your teachers isn’t okay. So in order to make sure you don’t do it again, I’m going to put you in detention.”


“B- buh-” I stammered, interrupting him. 


“No buts and I wasn’t finished yet.  I’m going to let your mom pick you up early, because I know that you have practice today. You won’t have to make up the lost time tomorrow either. But you have to know that what you did wasn’t okay at all. You got it?”


“Yeah.” I replied. “Thank you so much, Mr. Kiprech. I promise it won’t happen again.”


“Good. And before you go, good luck at State. It probably won’t be that hard to get to Regionals though, because you are one of the best Level 8 gymnasts I know.” He smiled, and took my hand in his.


I smiled back. “Yeah, Nataly is probably gonna beat me, though. She’s great too.”


Awkward pause. I imagined the awkward turtle. 


“Uuum, I probably should get back to class now.” 


“Yeah, and good luck!” He said for the second time.


 I walked out of the office, wondering what my parents would think. 
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“Second day of school, and I’m already picking you up from detention! What were you thinking, Miss Attitude?! You know that when your father hears about this-”


“Please, don’t tell Dad! He’ll kill me! Unless you kill me first! I didn’t mean to, okay? I just, I dunno, like, I dunno, it just happened, okay? She was making fun of my Zulu heritage! What was I supposed to do, just say, ‘Oh, I’m gonna sit down now and act like Miss Goody-Two-Shoes’. Are you crazy?! No! Definitely no! I would look so bad in front of Gerardo!”


“Who the heck is Gerardo? And why does it matter if you look bad in front of him? I mean, just be yourself, except for the attitude! Come on, I know you are a wonderful person if you try to be!”


“Oh, so you’re saying A) you don’t like my attitude and B) I’m not a wonderful person most of the time? Thank for finally letting me in the know, Mom.” I said the last word with every bit of hate I could muster, got out while the car was still moving (slowly) , and slammed the car door (we were in our driveway).I ran up to my room, and then called Injabulo from my cell phone. He picked up.


“Hey, hey, hey, aren’t you supposed to be at practice right now?” He said.


“Yeah, so, long story but I’ll tell you anyways. This teacher makes fun of my Zulu heritage, and so I make a snide remark back. Then she is sends me down to the principal’s office, I go to detention hall, except I only go for half the time, because he knows that I have practice today, except my stupid mom picked me up from detention hall, and brought me back home. So, yeah, that’s the story.”


“Hmm, so, how did the teacher make fun of you? Did she make some racist remark?”


“No, she, like, made fun of my reply to this note that this cute guy gave to me. I said olungile ikefu.”


“You agreed to show a boy your gymnastics skills? Shela, he likes you!”


“No, he doesn’t! Please no!” 


“And you like him!”

I pinched myself, but it didn’t work. I was still on the phone with Injabulo, and I was still obsessing over the fact that I was not in a nightmare. I mean, sure, I like him; I definitely do NOT want him to like me. That would my make my life a nightmare. Seriously, a nightmare. Why? Because that’s when it starts getting complicated, and people start asking other people out, and then all of the gossip goes around, and then I get distracted from my gymnastics. Which is definitely not a good thing. Because then, well, yeah, you get the picture. 


“Shela, you there? Shela?”


“What? Oh, yeah, sorry.”


Pause.


“Inja, does he really have to like me? Please say no.”


“He doesn’t have to, but, Shela, he does, and there ain’t nothing you can do about it.”


“Inja, you’re Zulu. You don’t say ‘ain’t’”


“Whatever.  Hey, listen, my friends are yelling at me to get off the phone. Literally, yelling. Oof! Yeah, just got punched, but bye!” 


I hung up. Thanks for the help, O Supposedly-Helpful-And-Mature-Older-Brother.


I heard my chimes clinging. Oh, yippee! Here comes another person to ruin my life! And, while you’re at it, why don’t you just barge into my royal purple room without asking? Oh, go ahead! All yours! 


“Shela, honey, I want to say I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean for it to come out that way, and, I just wanted to say that, I really do love you, no matter what.”


I wanted to run into her arms, but I knew that that wouldn’t be believable, so I just said, 


“Okay, okay. Can you leave now?”


My mom, looking hopeful, headed for my door, and then paused.


“Shela, I want you to have this. It’s something I got in Moscow when I was competing there. It’s a little Russian Leo pendant. It’s supposed to bring you good luck.”


“Mom, you know I was friends with Leo only in pre-school.”


Umama wani laughed. “No, honey, it’s your zodiac symbol: Leo the Lion. See the gold? It’s your lucky metal. And ruby is one of your lucky stones.”

In her hand was a little pendant, made out of gold. It was a lion, with a small blood red ruby as its eye. I looked up at her. 


“I’ve got a matching one, see?” She knelt down and pulled out from under her shirt and on a delicate gold chain was a matching lion, but hers was bigger than mine. 


“Let’s call it our little mother daughter symbol, and swear to never take it off until we die.”


“Mom, you are totally not five years old, okay? Next thing you’re gonna ask me to do is pinkie swear it.” I rolled my eyes to my imaginary friends. 


“Sorry. Sometimes I get a little too excited, you know?”


“No. Not at all.” I said sarcastically paired with a sarcastic smile. 


Pause. 



“Why don’t you help me make dinner?”


“Nah. I’ve got some homework to do.”


“Kk! See you downstairs in a few!” 


“Just don’t say that in front of my friends!” I yelled out the door, but I don’t think she heard me. 

(((

I picked at my pork, normally my favorite. 


My dad, noticing, said, “Honey, is something wrong?”


“What? Oh, nothing. Just not very hungry today.”


“I heard some something that happened at school today. IT was just rumors, so I don’t know if it’s true or not. But what I heard is that Miss Goody Two Shoes got detention today.”


I shot one of my strongest “I shall have my revenge” looks at Impela.


My dad, seeing this, stopped eating. “Shela, did this really happen?”


I kept eating, aka picking at my food. 


“Shela, answer me.”


 I looked pleadingly at my mom, but she shook her head.


“Yes, dad, it did. But you know what, I need to get a refill on my drink.” I said, making any dumb excuse I could to get out of the room. I picked up my still full glass and carried it to the kitchen. I let out a big, deep breath, then dumped my water in the sink. So many thoughts jostled through my head at once I began to get dizzy. Who’s fault was it that I got landed in detention? Mine. Not Mrs. What’s-Her-Face, or Gerardo, or anybody else’s. My fault. My stupid, stupid fault. I took another deep breath and went back into the dining room. 

“I’m so sorry! I really didn’t mean to do it! Everything just spun out of control!”


“Go to your room. Your mother and I shall decide what to do next.” 


I numbly walked up to my room, and all the while the devil inside of me was chanting, My fault, my fault, my stupid, stupid fault. My fault, my fault, my stupid, stupid fault. 
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I arrived at practice feeling sorry for myself and depressed. The devil’s voice still rang in my head: My fault, my fault, my stupid, stupid fault. Boy, was it going to be hard to concentrate at practice today. 


I walked through the door. 


“Hey, girlfriend. My dad told me about yesterday. I’m sorry.” Nataly gave me her hopeful, things are gonna be alright, smile. Which she only uses in grave situations. 


“Two things: 1) since when were we girlfriends and 2) it’s not that big of a deal, okay? You can lay off now!”


“The girlfriend thing, well that’s what the middle schoolers call their friends, so I thought that that would be, you know, cool!” She smiled hopefully. 


“Nataly, Nataly, my friend. You don’t need to look up to the middle schoolers to discover your identity. All you need to do, my fine young lady, is follow your inner heart and intuition and do what comes from there. And mine right now is saying that we should ask Ruthie!” 

“Cunfuzzled,” said Nataly weakly. 


“Gosh! She is so hopeless!” I said to my imaginary friends to my right. I turned to Nataly and said, “JK, girlfriend.”


“So you’re saying that we can do the ‘girlfriend’ thing?”


“Well, it’s not really my thing, but if you want to, then sure. But FYI, I won’t really use the term.”


“
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