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Dedication

For Grandpa Gene and Auntie Crystal. I will continue to carry you with me into everything I do. I miss you both.




Epigraph

“If everything was perfect, you would never learn and you would never grow.”

—BEYONCÉ
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Foreword

Biles and Chiles—that’s how the world knows us. Two of the Team USA gymnasts who wowed the crowds and brought home gold from the Paris Olympics in 2024. But my teammate Jordan Chiles and I have a friendship that goes further back than most fans realize—and is deeper than any catchy nickname could capture.

I first met Jordan years ago at a gymnastics training camp. Even then, her energy absolutely lit up the room. We lived in different regions of the country and were competing at different levels—we were four years apart in age, so I was at the elite senior level while Jordan was at the elite junior level. From the moment I first saw her gymnastics, I knew she was going to be great. She was athletic and strong with amazing form, and I just knew she was going to be a force to be reckoned with.

As our paths continued to cross on the competition circuit, it didn’t take long for me to see she was as fun as she was talented. She was goofy, a little bit silly, loud, and outspoken—she reminded me of myself at her age. The other older girls and I were immediately drawn to her and were simply like, “Okay, we really like her!” We’d pull her into our rooms at training camps so we could all talk. She made us laugh—she always had Aly Raisman and me dying. And she loved being the center of attention. If we were listening to a song in our rooms, Jordan would be the one to say, “I’m gonna do this dance. Watch me!” That bubbly personality you see when she hypes up the crowd at competitions is definitely on display in private as well.

I think the two of us connected partly because we had so many similarities. We both started gymnastics late, around age six. I know six doesn’t sound late, but a lot of Olympians or World Champions were tumbling in Mommy and Me classes as soon as they could walk. Some of our strengths and weaknesses in the gym were similar, and you kind of bond off that. We each had such power on tumbling and on vault, and we were both a little iffy on beam. Beam was our wild card back then. But her bars were always better than mine. Her form was so clean and beautiful and she could do pretty much every release—including the harder and less common ones like Shushunovas, Shangs, and Tweddles—which is kind of unheard of, particularly in girls of our small stature. I’ve always admired her for that.

I call her Jo and she calls me Mo—she’s the first person to ever give me that nickname. So if I hear “Mo!” from across the gym, I don’t have to wonder who’s calling me. Our friendship grew over the years as we rose through the gymnastics ranks, and I think it’s helped both of us become our best selves. When you have someone next to you who believes in the same dreams and goals, you can accomplish everything. Even if you have different styles. Jordan’s the team hype woman, willing to do anything out there to show her personality, while I get a little bit more in the zone when I’m competing. That’s what works for both of us.

If we’re chilling out together after practices, I’ll cook dinner at my house and we’ll watch movies. She loves Marvel and Disney, while I’m more of a love story and action girl. We get our lashes done, fix our hair together . . . Jordan can put in a weave, take out a weave, and do nails. She’s a jack-of-all-trades! She can dance and sing and she loves trying to get me to do TikToks with her, which is not my favorite thing. We laugh about that.

Elite gymnastics is a high-stress sport, so those moments of downtime with people who understand what you’re going through are so important. It’s also crucial to watch out for each other’s mental health, and Jordan and I make a point of checking in on each other to make sure we’re feeling good. We always have talks about how we’re doing, making sure we’re both still going to our therapy sessions. I’ll never forget the way she stepped up to fill in for me at one of the lowest moments in my life: when I had to withdraw from the Tokyo Olympics in 2020 because of a bad case of “the twisties”—losing your sense of where you are as you flip through the air. Suddenly—terrifyingly!—all eyes were on Jordan, but she rose to the occasion and helped the team bring home silver.

At the Paris Olympics last year, she went through her own devastating challenge. It was shocking and heartbreaking to see her stripped of the bronze medal she’d won for her floor routine. We know the performance she gave, and that she truly earned it. I am still shocked by how it all happened, as I am not aware of anything like that happening before in gymnastics. I know athletes have been stripped of medals before, but usually it takes a couple of years to happen and it’s related to a doping issue or something like that. As far as I know, it’s never been a week later that they just strip you of it. The rest of the team and I tried to support her, love her, and uplift her—the way they all did for me in Tokyo. Whether or not she gets back the medal, she’ll always be a bronze winner in our eyes.

Through it all, Jordan has handled that whole situation with incredible strength and grace. Which doesn’t surprise me, because that’s who she is. On our Gold Over America Tour last fall, she put all the drama and disappointment behind her and just gave her best for the audiences. Who doesn’t want to tour the country after you helped bring home a gold medal for the team? It was a celebration, and we all had so much fun.

I’m excited for readers of this book to get to know Jordan—the caring, funny, gifted friend who will be in my life long after our gymnastics careers are over. “I’m that girl” is the unabashedly bold motto she chose to live by in 2024. She absolutely is.

—Simone Biles
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A Night to Remember

I needed to score above 13.700 to get bronze.

When the Beyoncé medley I’d chosen for my routine concluded, I smiled and walked toward the Team USA seating area at the Bercy Arena. I had just completed my floor final, my last event of the 2024 Olympics in Paris—the event I was hoping would win me my first individual Olympic medal. That was it. That’s all I can do, I thought. The adrenaline was still thrumming through my body. My white crystal-encrusted leotard was a little sweaty, but my hair was still neatly slicked back into a bun and tied up with a ribbon—more composed than I felt inside.

As the crowd roared and cheered, I sat down next to my best friend Simone—she’s “Mo” to me, but the world knows her as the GOAT. We call this area “the kiss and cry”—that row of chairs you see us sitting on, on TV, when the cameras are getting close-ups of our faces as we await the judges’ decisions. The cameras are watching your every move, waiting to capture any twitch of your face or grimace of disappointment. And then your score flashes up as the next competitor comes over to wait for their score. You end up either getting congratulated or blinking back tears as you congratulate someone else . . . the kiss and cry.

That night, August 5, I was the last gymnast to perform, so everyone was just waiting for my score. Years of training and preparation had come down to this. My heart thumped with anticipation, but I refused to get myself riled up about it. I had done what I could, and that’s all I could do. I was exhausted—we all were. Floor is the most tiring of the four gymnastics events, and this was the last event on the last day. Instead of dancing around like I usually do, I was just trying to catch my breath.

As the cameras flashed, Simone turned to me, our heads down so the camera wouldn’t catch our words, and asked, “How do you think you did?”

I leaned down to rub my numb ankles, which I’d landed hard on—“stung,” as we say in gymnastics—in my last tumbling pass. “I don’t think I did as good as I did in the team finals, but I feel like I did as good as Qualifications,” I told her. My team finals score was 13.966; in Qualifications it was 13.866. “So I feel like I’m good.”

She nodded solemnly. “Okay.”

When they said my name to announce my score, my head and Simone’s popped up at the exact same time to look at the leaderboard, where our scores and rankings are displayed. The suspense is intense: you see that graphic box under your name filling with green, stopping either lower or higher than the first-place finisher’s graphic next to it. This time mine stopped lower, then turned red.

13.666.

It wasn’t enough. Fifth place. No medal.

I looked away quickly and smiled pleasantly, remembering that I was on camera. I was disappointed but content. Okay, that’s all I can do, I thought to myself, and I was fine with that, proud of myself and how far I’d come. At the time, the ominousness of that 666 didn’t fully occur to me; later, it did.

What I didn’t know was that less than a minute after my score was posted, my coaches, Laurent Landi and Cécile Canqueteau-Landi, had put in an inquiry disputing it. They knew that the difficulty value of my routine should have been 5.9, but they saw that 5.8 had been posted instead. Most people don’t realize it, but it’s pretty common for coaches to make inquiries after scores are posted. Inquiries can dispute the difficulty level awarded to your moves or any neutral deductions the judges may have taken off—for errors like stepping out of bounds. They can’t dispute execution scores, meaning how well the judges feel you performed your routine. That evening, several inquiries had been put in by coaches of various countries, including ours.

Inquiries can be accepted or denied; if they’re accepted your score can go up or down, or it can stay the same. In my career, my score has mostly stayed the same. So when Cécile came over to me and said, “I put in an inquiry for you,” I didn’t get my hopes up. I tried to stay busy—walking around, talking to Simone—as the seconds ticked by on the clock.

I was the first one of us to see my new score go up on the leaderboard—and I screamed. Jumped up and down and screamed. Simone was walking toward me, and Cécile was standing behind me, turned away from the board. They both looked at me, then at the leaderboard. I literally leapt into Cécile’s arms, shrieking. I couldn’t contain myself. I couldn’t believe it! The inquiry had worked! After so many inquiry denials all day with other gymnasts, mine had been approved.

I fell to my knees, then rolled into a ball, sobbing with happiness. Cécile lifted me to my feet and pulled me into a hug. She twirled me around, cradled me in her arms like I was her own child. “We did it!” Simone jumped up and down behind us, grabbing me from Cécile to wrap me in a hug too. Around the arena, faces looked up to see that I was now in third place. I was the bronze medalist. In the crowd of tens of thousands in the stands, my dad beat his chest—Let’s go! Let’s gooooo!—and my mom fell to her knees, hands covering her mouth in thrilled disbelief. Everyone in Bercy Arena was on their feet. This was a history-making moment.

At the same time, Ana Bărbosu of Romania, who had been in third place, could be seen looking up at the scoreboard and seeing her ranking fall. I was rejoicing, completely unaware that she’d dropped the Romanian flag she was holding and was clutching her face, shattered and in tears. I knew she would be feeling the same anguish I’d felt just moments before, but I didn’t realize she had started celebrating even though an announcement had been made to the arena that an inquiry was pending. For obvious reasons, competitors usually don’t celebrate victory until the final score is posted. I’m not sure why Ana’s coaches ignored that norm.

Something similar had happened at the 2012 Olympics in London. Romania was dominant in women’s Olympic gymnastics in the 1990s and early 2000s, but by the mid- to late 2000s, Team USA was surging. At the London Olympics, Team USA’s Aly Raisman won the bronze after an inquiry led to a change to her score, dropping a Romanian gymnast from the podium. The Romanian federation and fans were still sour about that one, and now—as they saw it—here it was happening again, just three Olympic cycles later. Little did I know the backlash that would create. I was heading into the center of a perfect, terrible storm.

But in that moment, as the press crowded excitedly around me, the Romanians’ feelings in 2012 were nowhere in my mind. One NBC reporter asked, “The raw emotion when you realized you made the podium—we could all feel it. What’s behind that bronze?”

“Honestly,” I squeaked, my voice already raw from crying and screaming, “this is just a dream come true. This is my first time ever in an event final. Like we said, it was a ‘redemption tour,’ and I just wanted to come out and do the best that I could, so this medal means everything . . . I have no words but I’m very proud of myself.”

There was no way that I could adequately express what I was feeling right then, the joy and relief and the memory of all the pain I’d endured to get there . . . What’s behind that bronze? If only they knew.
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A Name to Live Up To

I was named after Michael Jordan.

Before I was born, and put into gymnastics, and set on the amazing path my parents and I could never have envisioned, my mom, Gina, was already a sports head. She grew up running track and playing volleyball, basketball, and lacrosse, so gymnastics, swimming, basketball, football, track and field—you name it, she loved it. She looked up to the greats, as I do now, and she’s always thought that Michael Jordan was the greatest of all time. The GOAT, no question about it. In any sport debate, she was always ready with Michael Jordan’s stats. My dad, Timothy (who everyone calls Manny), always teased her about it. So when my first sister, the eldest of my four siblings, was born in 1993, my dad insisted, “Absolutely no Michael, no Jordan”—already knowing that my mom would go there.

My sister was named Jazmin instead.

As the years went on, and more pregnancies came, my father maintained the same stance. “No, Gina,” he’d tell my mom. “No naming the next one Michael or Jordan.”

My next sister, Jade, was born in 1995. My parents had no intention of having a six-year gap between us, but pregnancy was difficult for my mom. She hadn’t been able to carry my sisters to term. Both of them tried to come into the world early—at around five months—then both held out until seven months after my mom was placed on bed rest for two months. The recovery from pregnancy was a long process for my mom’s body. After Jade, she got pregnant but miscarried. She then got pregnant with twins but, devastatingly, lost them at five months pregnant. In all, they would suffer five or six losses. “I’ve never been good at carrying babies,” she’s told me, with a sad little laugh. “I just kept losing pregnancies.”

After the loss of the twins, they were pretty much done trying. The losses were too devastating, and now Mom had fear mounting at each new pregnancy. Will this one live? Will I have to face another shattering loss? Emotionally, she really didn’t think she could handle it—telling your family and friends that you’re expecting and getting excited, fixing up a new bedroom and buying a slew of baby paraphernalia—only to then have your expectations dashed with another life lost. I have two older brothers in addition to my sisters: Tajmen (Taj) and Tyrus (Ty), who have a different mom but are very much a part of our family. Taj, like Jazmin, was born before my mom and dad were married; Ty was born during a period when my parents were separated. So my parents told themselves that two girls and two boys was just fine. They could be happy with that.

But then, six years after Jade was born, they learned they were expecting again. By now, Jade was starting school, and Jazmin was already in third grade. What my mom remembers feeling most strongly was Here we go again. No, I can’t get my hopes up. They told no one that I was on the way. They wanted to avoid having to face the empathetic words and sad pats on the back they’d received after each loss. They didn’t even buy anything for me during the pregnancy. Like two people standing in a wasps’ nest, trying not to get stung again, they just remained calm and still, not wanting to do anything until they knew that this was actually going to happen.

But it turned out that I was the most normal pregnancy of them all—my mom carried me to term with no issues. She always says she didn’t even know what a normal pregnancy was until she had me. They had gone through so much, both body and soul, that this outcome was more than they’d ever expected. To top it all off, I was born on Easter Sunday.

In photos from that day—April 15, 2001—they look absolutely “ridiculous,” to use my mom’s word—so stiff and formal. My dad is in an Easter Sunday suit, and she has a full face of makeup with her hair completely done—they’d been planning to head to church. My sisters had their hair braided neatly for Sunday service. I wasn’t due until the next day, and they thought they could squeeze in one more service before I came—one more prayer for my safe delivery and one more time to praise God for how far they’d come in the pregnancy. My dad was actually on stage singing in church when my mom went into full labor. Everyone started frantically waving at him and he was so panicked he forgot where to go to get off the stage! He finally figured it out (go Dad) and drove my mom to the hospital. I was ready to greet the world, but I wasn’t going to make things easy. My mom’s blood pressure dropped, she passed out, and I was showing signs of distress, so they had to stabilize her and deliver me as quickly as possible.

As my father looked down at me—their miracle baby—in my mother’s arms in that hospital bed, he stroked her hair and told her, “Boo, that was hard. But you did it. We did it. You can name that girl whatever you want.”

“Jordan,” she said resolutely. “I know she will do great things.”
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The Surprise

At the time that I was born, my family lived in a two-bedroom apartment in Portland, Oregon. Sometimes my brothers, Taj and Ty, lived with us, sometimes not, but we were all raised together, went to school and family functions together, and we are all close. My parents instilled in us that we should always move as a unit—even as we had our sibling fights. “Family is everything,” they’d say. “If you rise, everybody rises, and if we rise, you rise.” They still say that, along with my dad’s favorite: “Last name Chiles!” It’s his go-to for getting us moving, encouraging us to meet challenges or just reminding us who we are. We’ve always felt like a unit, and we’d laugh when our friends tried to figure out how everyone fit into the picture. It was fun to leave them confused.

During my earliest years, my mom worked as a regional property manager, and our apartment was at one of the sites she oversaw. My father was a maintenance technician on the property. My parents lived paycheck to paycheck, and we lived in various apartments over the years as they worked to put themselves in a financial position to purchase their own home.

I was four when we moved into our house, a brand-new build on a cul-de-sac in Vancouver. It was a three-bedroom setup like the Huxtables’ on The Cosby Show, with stairs leading up to the second floor from the back wall in the living room, and another set of stairs going down into the kitchen. My dad had always wanted a house like the Huxtables’, from watching that sitcom growing up—and now we had one. The walk-in entryway was twenty feet high, and there was a basketball hoop in front of the house in the cul-de-sac. We stayed in that house all the way up until I graduated from high school.

Jazmin had her own room, but Jade and I shared a room when we first moved in—which, of course, she hated. No ten-year-old ever wants to room with their four-year-old sister, so you can imagine it wasn’t all peace and love. I remember I wanted black and pink polka dots as the theme of the bedroom. Jade complained to our parents that this was the worst thing that had ever happened in her life.

My parents’ bedroom was gigantic, taking up basically the entire upper level of the house. My mom was very interested in interior design, and it became her hobby over the years, so the house was constantly evolving—first carpet, then hardwood floors, painting projects galore, gutting the kitchen, adding on new rooms. A few years after we moved in, they used some of the space from their bedroom to build a whole other room, creating another bedroom that would later become mine, making the house a four-bedroom home.

I was a little sister with way too much energy, always on the go, always trying to figure out how to make furniture my personal jungle gym. There was something so freeing about jumping up and down on the sofa until I was breathless, after hours of being pent-up at my desk in school. I still remember the feeling. It was thrillingly fun for me, even as my parents would be yelling, “Get down from there! Stop that! We don’t want you to hurt yourself.” I could tell that my energy level was significantly higher than my siblings’, but I never really thought much of it. They were old—practically grown-ups! Probably too old to remember how much fun jumping around could be.

My mom later told me that she and my dad were afraid the school system would label me hyperactive and try to put me on medication because I just couldn’t sit still or pay attention in class. They didn’t want that. My pre-K teachers had told them that I was struggling to stay focused, that I was hyperactive, and that they would continue to monitor me if it started to interfere with my ability to learn, alluding to an ADHD label but never officially putting one on me. I just wanted to be free, to leap and jump and explore my surroundings. I would be at my siblings’ basketball and football games, or track and field meets, and just be all over the place with that much open space. Sports were a rule in our house—“You’re not just going to be sitting around playing video games or doing nothing; get out and do something,” my mom would say—so, I would race older kids and beat them, four years old beating a seven-year-old. My mom had it in her mind to put me in track and field, one of her favorite sports, when I got a little older. “She just needs an outlet,” she told my dad.

They’d tried putting me in T-ball, on a team called the Pink Princess Ponies, or something like that. I’d don my giant pink helmet and gloves and be walking around looking like a bobblehead, like Chicken Little, in my oversized headgear on top of my tiny body. That’s how I got my nickname, “Chicken Little,” which we shortened to “Chick.” My family often still wears #TeamChick gear to my meets. But I wasn’t interested in being in the outfield. I’d be flipping around, not paying attention to when the balls flew my way, bored out of my mind. I needed to be right in the center of the action.

Because I had so much energy, I also loved being outside. We would take family trips, going camping and white water rafting. I learned later that they had to save up to take us kids on those trips. Eventually, my dad worked for the state, in social services, monitoring the interactions between kids who were taken from their homes and their families and trying to get the families reunited at some point. Things were still financially tight, but I never noticed—my parents always found a way to make it work. I loved those family vacations, but I also reveled in just being outside in our backyard. I would just be at one with nature. I remember one time I saw a dead hummingbird and went and picked it up. Nobody else in my family would have dared touch it, but I did with no fear. I was always interested in animals. Later in my childhood, I wanted to become a zoologist.

The year I was six, my mom went on a work trip for an entire week, leaving my sisters and me at home with our dad. Much to Dad’s dismay, the fact that he was on his own with us didn’t stop me from being my usual self, leaping off the furniture and somersaulting on the couch. One day after school, I was in the kitchen cartwheeling as he made dinner. He was the cook of the family because my mom didn’t really like cooking. She’d do it because she needed to feed her family, but she never found joy in it. My dad did. Lasagna, red or green chile, or sausage sauteed in barbeque sauce over rice were some of my favorites. And pizza and hamburgers, of course.

Even over the delicious aroma of his cooking, I could smell the Hawaiian Breeze plug-ins my mom was obsessed with. She always wanted the home to smell good and be in order. Law & Order, my parents’ fave, was on the TV in the living room.

“How was your day at school?” my dad asked me as he cooked.

“Fine!” I responded, still flipping around him.

“Well, what did you learn?” he asked.

But I never stopped or slowed down to answer him. I just kept cartwheeling and flipping around, until he came over and pinned my hands to my sides to stop me from moving. “Jordan, calm down, Chick. Now, tell me, how was your day in school?”

The thing was, being able to jump around gave me an outlet to express myself in a way that I couldn’t yet with words. So, while I wasn’t shy, and I could talk a mile a minute about what my friends and I had done at school, I was never as expressive when asked direct questions. I had always been “dry,” as my mother calls it, because I’ve just never been a very descriptive person, and I would exhaust my parents most days after school when they tried to pull information out of me.

“How are you doing?” they’d ask.

“Good,” I’d respond simply.

“How was your day?”

“Fine.”

“What did you eat?”

“Food?”

I was more comfortable talking if it was on my own terms or if I could move around, I don’t know why. On my head, upside down . . . When my dad pinned my arms down to get me to stop moving, my words stopped too. I went silent, looking up at him. As soon as he let me go, I went back to happily flipping, now able to answer his questions about school. This continued all week.

One of my mom’s favorite stories to tell is how, when she got back to town from that work trip, my dad went to the airport to pick her up while we were all at school. He helped my mom with her bags and, as soon as she had the door closed in the passenger seat, turned to her with a look on his face like she had me running for my life all week. He told her, “I’ve been thinking . . . we should sign Jordan up for gymnastics. I’ve already done some research.”

They went directly from the Portland International Airport to Naydenov Gymnastics in Vancouver, Washington, eleven miles away. No kidding, they didn’t even stop at home first. They signed me up for Tuesday and Thursday classes for forty-five minutes each. Later that day, when they came to pick me up from school, I ran to the car, my backpack bouncing against my back, my hair pulled up into an Afro puff atop my head—one of my favorite hairstyles at the time. I was happy to be out of the classroom and back in the March sunlight.

When I got in the car, I saw that both of my parents were there. Usually, just one of them picked me up, so that was strange, but I hadn’t seen my mom in a week, and I was excited to see her. They both turned around in their seats in front of me. “We have a surprise for you!”

“A surprise?! Oh my gosh, yay, what is it, Mom?!” I was so giddy, trying to think what the surprise could be, especially when my mom pulled out one of my dad’s shirts and tied it around my eyes, blindfolding me.

“You’ll just have to wait and see!”

As we drove toward my surprise, I ran through all of the things I thought it could be. A birthday party? Probably not on a school day. A pony? Well, that would be too big to live in the house with us. What could it be? By the time I’d settled on an idea, now sure I knew what the surprise would be, the car was stopping. My parents led me into a building, sat me down on a bench and took off the blindfold.

“Ta-da! Surprise!” they shouted, excited. “We enrolled you in gymnastics classes!”

What I saw in front of me was not what I had been expecting. Not by a long shot. It was just a gym. My six-year-old eyes started welling up, and within seconds I was crying. This clearly was not the reaction my parents had expected, just like this was not the surprise I’d expected.

“But I thought . . .” I managed to get out through my tears, “I thought you bought me a puppy!”

* * *

Over the weekend, my parents kept talking up the gymnastics class, and I forgot about the puppy and got excited. In fact, I wouldn’t stop talking about my surprise. Now I could meet other kids who liked to flip around just like I did—that didn’t sound half-bad. It had to be better than T-ball.

On Tuesday afternoon my mom picked me up from school and took me to my first class. As we walked in, I saw colors everywhere: blue floor mats and red runways and yellow steps up to the still rings, like a Crayola playscape. There were no other Black girls in the room, but at that age, I didn’t notice. It was the same at school, and not something that really registered with me. Only later would I realize that faces of color were rare in gymnastics in general. And that the lack of diversity would make my road harder.

My mom released me to the coaches, and I happily followed them into the gym while she went to sit in the mezzanine viewing area to watch with the other parents. As the coaches introduced themselves, they touched my arms and commented that I already had muscles.

“Wow, Jordan! Do you already play sports?”

“T-ball,” I replied, with a shrug. “Also track. I like running.”

In that forty-five minutes, I showed them what I could do. They put me on a trampoline and told me to just jump. I remember doing toe touches and all kinds of leaps, giggling, giddy. Then they put me on the uneven bars and let me play around there as they watched and spotted me. Some of the other kids, I noticed, couldn’t even pull themselves up on the low bar. The coaches asked me to do cartwheels on the floor, and they didn’t have to ask twice. The class flew by so fast, I felt I’d barely had time to get started. I was already hungry for more! At the end, one of the coaches walked me over to my mom.

“How long has your daughter been in gymnastics?” the coach asked.

A confused look crossed my mom’s face. “Ummmm, forty-five minutes,” she replied.

Now it was the coach’s turn to look confused. “Wait, what? Are you serious?”

“This is literally her first class.”

The coach’s demeanor changed. She shifted her body weight, looking down at me as I looked up at her. “Wow, well, I mean, she’s really coordinated for a child of this age. Very aware of her body and how to move it. I put her over there on the bars and she was already able to do a pullover. You know, pulling herself up and over the bar? She knew how to do it and wasn’t scared at all. I really think that you should consider putting her into a pre-team—those feed into competitive teams.”

My mom laughed. “Nope, absolutely not,” she said. “We’re just here to, you know, get all of this energy out of her. Give it someplace to go, an outlet.” She smiled politely, taking my hand. “So, yeah, thank you, but we’re good.”

The coach frowned. I turned around and stared at her as my mom led me away. The coach was watching us go.

* * *

Two days later, I jumped excitedly into the car after school, already hyped for what I knew was coming next. Time for gymnastics class number two! My parents were happy that the first class had gotten out some of my energy. I was still a ball of go when I got home, but a little bit less so. They were satisfied with that.

That Thursday, I did much of the same in class, but there were different coaches there this time. And at the end of that class, the same thing happened. This new coach went to talk to my mom. “I think you should really have her try out for pre-team.”

“Please, Mom, please!” I begged. “Please, please!” I jumped up and down and even made my puppy-dog face. I didn’t know what pre-team was, but if it meant I got to do more of what I was already doing, I was in! The coach said I needed to know how to do a back walkover in order to qualify for pre-team, but that sounded easy enough, whatever a back walkover was. I was so excited about this new world that I’d been introduced to.

“We’ll think about it,” my mom told the coach, and again, took my hand and walked away.

In the car, I continued begging. “Please, please, please, Mom! It sounds so fun!”

“Jordan,” she said, putting her seat belt on. “They say you can’t even be on pre-team unless you do a back walkover. I don’t know what that is, but I guess it takes a while to learn.”

Takes a while to learn? I’d show them. I asked my uncle, who knew gymnastics, what a back walkover was and he showed me: you point one leg in front of you and arch your body backward, placing your hands on the ground while kicking your legs over your head to land back in a standing position. I practiced over and over at home and mastered it in a day.

After that, the coaches were even more serious about the pre-team conversation. They could see something in me that I couldn’t yet see in myself. My parents gave in, I tried out for pre-team, and I made it. Not only did I make it, but I had two of the gym’s higher-level coaches battling for whose team I would eventually be on. I didn’t really understand what all of that meant, but it felt good that adults were fighting over me!

The
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