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I’d rather regret the risks that didn’t work out than the chances I didn’t take at all.


–Simone Biles
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INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS A


G.O.A.T?


Most people do not want to be compared to a barnyard animal, but a G.O.A.T. is different. These G.O.A.T.’s aren’t found on farms or in petting zoos. They are at the gym and on the gridiron, the hardwood, the ice, and the diamond. G.O.A.T. is an acronym that stands for Greatest of All Time. It takes lifelong dedication, non-stop hard work, and undeniable talent just to become a professional athlete. But to become the Greatest of All Time, well, that’s nearly impossible. Only a handful of athletes across the sporting world are widely thought to be the G.O.A.T. Swimmer Michael Phelps moves like a fish in water, but he is also the G.O.A.T. with 28 gold medals, more than any other Olympian. Tennis great Serena Williams is the G.O.A.T. with 23 Grand Slam titles in the Open Era—more than any other player, woman or man.


For some sports, the G.O.A.T. is not as easy to identify, and fans may disagree. Ask five baseball lovers who the greatest baseball player of all time is, and you might get five different answers: Babe Ruth, Willie Mays, Barry Bonds, Cy Young, Lou Gehrig, or the up-and-coming Shohei Ohtani or Juan Soto. The G.O.A.T. can change depending on who is asked and what their reasons, or criteria, are. Babe Ruth won seven World Series, had a career batting average of .342, and is still in 3rd place among the all-time home-run hitters even though he retired over 80 years ago in 1935. Willie Mays did not have Ruth’s high batting stats, but he is still considered to be the best defensive player in history. Different players, different achievements, but still the greatest at what they did. Fans will disagree on who the G.O.A.T. is, but in order to even be considered, an athlete must be one of the best to ever live.


Women’s gymnastics has its own set of standards and standouts when it comes to naming the G.O.A.T. Olga Korbut literally gave the sport a new twist with her back flip on the balance beam at the Munich Olympics in 1972. At the Montreal games in 1976, Nadia Comaneci was the first gymnast to score a perfect 10 in an Olympic gymnastics event. At the 1984 Olympic Games in Los Angeles, Mary Lou Retton was the first American female gymnast to win a gold medal. And don’t forget the Magnificent Seven at the 1996 games in Atlanta. Kerri Strug competed with a severely sprained ankle to help Team USA come out on top. These women and many others have pushed the limits of a difficult and demanding sport. But Simone Biles? She has propelled it straight up into the stratosphere. Could she be the G.O.A.T.? You decide.
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A gymnast’s second home






















1





FINDING FAMILY


You never know how plain old chance will change your life forever. For Simone Biles, it was bad weather and a cancelled field trip. On a rainy summer morning, the day care center that Simone and her little sister, Adria, attended was supposed to have a field day to visit a farm. Their older brother Adam, who worked at the center, quickly came up with a dry and easy Plan B. He took the kids down the street to Bannon’s Gymnastix instead, and the rest is history.


Almost.


At the gym, six-year-old Simone instantly felt right at home. She watched the gymnasts vaulting and cartwheeling, spinning and flipping, and she couldn’t contain her excitement. She wanted to copy the gymnasts’ every move and try out every piece of equipment, or apparatus—bars, beams, springboards, and mats. Simone had already spent a lot of her short life airborne—bouncing on beds, jumping on trampolines, bounding from bunks, scrambling up to perch on her brothers’ shoulders—twirling through space on her way back to the ground.


Catching up to Simone as she bounced around the gym, Adam challenged her to do a back flip. Simone told Adam to go first and laughed when he crash-landed. Then it was her turn. Simone already had a knack for back flips, but she’d never gotten to do them on a springy floor before.


Sproing! Sproing! Sproing!


Showing off for Adam, Simone even added a little twist as she stuck every landing. It turned out that Adam wasn’t the only person watching. One of the coaches approached as Simone landed another flip. The coach asked Adam if Simone had had any formal training and suggested that she sign up for a class. Simone left the gym that day with an invitation to enroll.


Momma Biles was not that impressed. She assumed that every kid came home with a flyer. Then she got to thinking about her energetic little ones tumbling around the house. Maybe the gym was worth a try after all. Simone and Adria were soon signed up to attend classes twice a week.


The first class had hardly begun when the coach knew without a shadow of a doubt that Simone had a special gift for gymnastics. Just like that, she had landed in exactly the right place.


It wasn’t the first time.


A ROCKY START


Simone Biles was born March 14, 1997, in Columbus, Ohio. Her older sister, Ashley, was seven years old, and her brother Tevin was three. By the time Adria was born two years later, Simone’s home life had started to unravel. Her single mother, Shanon Biles, was having a hard time taking care of herself, let alone her family. Social Services stepped in and put the four children into foster care.


Simone was just three years old, and although she recalls understanding exactly what it meant to have her family broken apart, she has held on to only a few memories of her foster parents. She remembers their kindness and their care and their patience. She remembers their swing set, which sent her sailing through the air as she copied Tevin’s daredevil flips and twirls. She remembers their trampoline, which she wasn’t allowed to play on for fear she’d get hurt. And she remembers the day her grandfather, Shanon’s father, showed up to take Simone and her brother and sisters home—home to Texas, where he lived with his family.


Simone’s grandfather Ron Biles, a retired Air Force sergeant, had a job working in air traffic control in Houston. Her grandmother Nellie Biles had a demanding career as a nurse. She had nearly raised her sons, Adam and Ron II, who were in high school. She was looking forward to a quiet household with no teenagers around when the social worker called from Ohio. The Biles grandkids needed help.


While Simone’s grandfather attended to the legal details of bringing the children from Ohio to Texas, her grandmother worried. Nellie didn’t know the kids as well as Ron did. He had visited them in Ohio many times over the years, but she had usually stayed home with her boys. Would she be able to give these children the love and support they needed? Nellie had been part of a large and close-knit family in Belize. She knew how important growing up with strong family connections could be. She wanted to be able to provide her grandchildren with rock-solid stability and trust. She dug deep to find the faith and courage it would take to meet the challenge.


Ron Biles arrived in Texas with the children in March 2000. Almost as soon as Simone was out of the car at the family home in Spring—a small community north of Houston—she hopped onto the trampoline in the backyard. Sixteen-year-old Adam spotted her. Even as she flew through the air on that first exhilarating leap, Simone started to feel as if she were on solid ground.


FAMILY TIES


Simone and Adria were very attached to each other, and they soon became close to their grandparents as well. Simone didn’t have many clear memories of living with their biological mother—and Adria didn’t have any at all. But Tevin and Ashley missed Shanon terribly. The children had been living in Texas for eight months when Shanon came to visit them.


Simone felt shy trying to reconnect with her mother. When Shanon said she wanted the kids to come back to Ohio to live with her, Simone didn’t know how to feel. She loved her grandparents, and she loved living in Spring. A social worker stepped in and said that the four Biles children needed to stay together, either in Texas or Ohio. What seemed best for the older kids would need to work for the younger ones, too. It wasn’t long before Tevin and Ashley made their choice known, and so Ron Biles took the four children back to Ohio.


Instead of moving in with their mother as planned, the Biles children were placed back with their foster family. Shanon wasn’t yet ready to care for them—and it turned out that she never would be. After a year of uncertainty, the four children were put up for adoption. Once again, their grandparents stepped in to help. Ron and Nellie wanted all four kids to come back to Texas, but Tevin and Ashley decided to stay behind in order to be closer to their mom. Ron’s sister in Ohio adopted the two older kids. On December 24, 2002, Simone and Adria returned to Texas with their grandfather.


DAD AND MOM


In her time away from Texas, Simone hadn’t lost any of her energy. The high level of bounce was familiar to her grandparents; but her quiet, guarded, protective side was new. The instability of her early years made it hard for Simone to understand what home and family even meant, and she wasn’t sure she could trust that it would last. With time, love, and faith, her grandparents helped her learn—and they learned how to define their new family, too.




CONNECTIONS




Simone has contact with Shanon and with her Ohio siblings, but is grateful to be part of a close-knit, loving family in Texas.








On November 7, 2003, Ron and Nellie Biles formally and legally adopted Simone and Adria. From then on, the girls chose to call their grandparents Mom and Dad. Simone had landed in exactly the right place.
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BEGINNING AT BANNON’S


Simone didn’t even last a month in her new class at Bannon’s Gymnastix. The coaches who worked with the little kids in the recreation program saw that Simone had something special—something that most kids don’t have. Even for a six-year-old, she was teeny-tiny, but she was solid muscle and super strong. On one particular day, she was sitting with her legs straight out in front of her. She put her hands down at her sides and lifted her legs and hips up off the floor. This move, called an L-seat, is much harder than it looks. (You can try it yourself!) It takes ironclad core muscles most six-year-olds don’t have—which is what caught coach Aimee Boorman’s attention as she happened to be passing by. Aimee kept watching as Simone stood on a thick mat and did seat drops while she waited her turn in line. Aimee knew that nothing about Simone’s remarkable energy, strength, and ability fell within the normal range for a kid her age; she didn’t realize it would change both their lives.
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