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PROLOGUE
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In August of 2024, I signed with an agent – a kind, thoughtful man in Boulder, Colorado named Anthony Smith. He came highly recommended, and the timing couldn’t have been more critical. I was at a crossroads. Everything in my life felt like it had led to this strange, tender place between the past I’d survived and the future I wasn’t sure I deserved. Anthony’s job was to help me figure out how to make a comeback – not just in skating or performing, but in life. He believed in me before I fully believed in myself, and part of his strategy was getting me a book deal. A chance to finally tell my story. But deep down, I knew... I wasn’t ready. Not yet.

Anthony didn’t push. Instead, he connected me with a therapist he also represented – a woman named Jamye – someone gentle but real, who met me where I was emotionally. We started working together every week, unpacking the mess in my mind and trying to make sense of a lifetime’s worth of pain, mistakes, glory, and regret. It wasn’t easy. Some days, I didn’t want to show up. Some weeks, I didn’t. But Jamye kept showing up for me, so I kept trying.

Meanwhile, Anthony was quietly building a plan – laying out ways for me to start teaching again, to perform, to get back on the ice. Not just for the art of it, but because I needed to earn a living. I needed a path. I needed to feel useful again. Purposeful. Seen.

By January of 2025, something shifted in me. I was still scared, but I was finally starting to feel ready – ready enough, at least – to start telling the truth. Not just the highlight reel, but the real stuff. The messy middle. The parts of me I’d buried. I didn’t want to just write a book – I wanted to pour my soul into something that might help someone else survive as I did.

I reached out to Todd Fischer, the same person who had originally introduced me to Anthony. I’d always admired his writing, he had a way of getting under the surface, of writing with heart and honesty. We started talking about what the book could be. Todd hadn’t written a biography in a while, and he made it clear – if we were going to do this, we had to go all in. No sugarcoating. No glossing over the tough parts. That scared the hell out of me – but he was right. If I was going to tell my story, I had to tell all of it.

At first, we thought it would just be the two of us. But as we got into it, we realized we needed more hands and hearts in the mix. That’s when Caidin Ferrigno came in – a brilliant young writer with a soul that felt older than mine. Even two generations younger than me – she just got it. She got me. Between Todd and Caidin, I felt held in a way I hadn’t in a long time. They didn’t flinch when I handed over the hard stuff. They didn’t judge. They just listened and helped shape the words I could barely bring myself to say.

With Jamye by my side, Anthony behind the scenes, and my mom – God bless her – helping me remember dates and stories I’d long since buried or blacked out, I had a team. A real team. And I needed every single one of them. This wasn’t just a writing process – it was a healing process. A reckoning. A resurrection.

On February 18, 2025, we began our official interviews. Me, Todd, and Caidin. For three months, we sat down and talked. Week after week. I cried. I laughed. I got angry. But we unraveled everything. By the end, we had 27 hours of interview footage – and I’d probably cried several gallons worth of tears. There were moments when I spoke words I’d never said out loud, let alone to another human being. Things I thought I’d take to my grave. But there they were, finally being spoken. Finally, being seen.

There were days I walked into those interviews thinking, “Nope, not today.” Some memories felt like shards of broken glass – scattered across my mind and sharp at the touch. Others were so faded that I wasn’t sure if they were real or just stories I’d told myself to survive. But Todd and Caidin created a safe space for me to fall apart. And then, piece by piece, we started putting it all back together.

One of the hardest things was remembering the little girl I used to be – the one with wide eyes and skinned knees, twirling in living rooms and dreaming of Olympic gold. I had to face how far I’d drifted from her, how many times I let her down, how many times others did too. But I also had to honor her. Because she was a fighter. She never gave up. And neither did I, even when it looked like I had.

There were moments that gutted me – talking about the people I’ve lost, the people I hurt, the years I can’t get back. And there were moments that healed me – like when my mom would call after an interview and say, “You forgot this part,” and fill in a detail I never would’ve remembered. She held on to the pieces I’d dropped along the way. She reminded me that even in the chaos, there was love. There was joy. And I did matter.

Reading the first draft pages was surreal. Seeing my life – my life – on paper, in black and white... it was like meeting myself for the first time. Parts of it made me cringe. Parts made me cry. But there were pages that made me sit up straighter, that made me proud. I saw the girl who fought her way out of darkness, again and again. The girl who survived addiction, public shame, loneliness, and loss. And the woman who came out on the other side – flawed, yes, but wiser. Softer. Stronger.

What surprised me most wasn’t just how much I had to say, but how much I had to feel. I used to think vulnerability was weakness. That if people really knew what I’d been through, they’d turn away. But the truth is, telling my story – the whole story – has been the most powerful thing I’ve ever done. It’s the thing that’s setting me free.

This book isn’t about skating medals or headlines. It’s not about being perfect. It’s about redemption. About healing. About owning every part of who I am, even the parts I tried to hide. And if there’s one person out there who reads it and feels less alone because of it, then it was worth every tear, every sleepless night, every terrifying truth I had to face.

This book isn’t just a story. It’s my story. My triumphs and my downfalls. The victories and the shame. The light and the shadows. I’ve spent my life sharing fragments – little glimpses of who I am and what I’ve been through. But never the full picture. Never like this.

Until now.

Now, as this book is released out into the world, I find myself caught between two very different emotions – fear and freedom. There’s this voice in my head that still whispers, What if people judge you? What if they only see the mistakes? What if you’ve said too much? But there’s another voice now, too – stronger, steadier. It says, You’ve already lived it. You survived it. You own it now. And that second voice? That’s the one I’m choosing to follow.

Still, I won’t lie – it’s terrifying. This isn’t just a memoir. It’s a mirror. A mirror I’ve handed to the world and said, “Here. Look. This is who I am.” There’s no hiding in a carefully rehearsed interview or a scripted TV segment. There’s no spinning the narrative to make myself look better. This is raw. It’s vulnerable. And it’s the truth.

And there’s power in truth.

I know some people will read this and see me in a different light. Some might see me with more compassion. Others might not. And that’s okay. I didn’t write this to control how people see me. I wrote it so I could finally see myself – clearly, fully, without shame.

There’s also this deep, glowing hope inside me that this book reaches the people who need it most. The ones who’ve been through hell and still have ashes on their hands. The ones who’ve been told they’re too broken, too much, or not enough. The ones who are still climbing out of their own messes, wondering if it’s too late. I want them to know – It’s not too late. If I can find my way back, so can you.

This book has already changed me. And I have a feeling it’s going to change a lot more people than just me. It’s no longer just about looking back. It’s about moving forward – with grace, with honesty, with a little more peace in my heart than I had before. This isn’t the end of my story. Not even close. But it is the beginning of a new chapter. One where I no longer have to carry the weight of silence.

Nicole Bobek

7/23/2025

Out of respect for privacy, a few names and identifying details have been altered. The heart of the story and the truth of my experiences remain unchanged.
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ACT I

The Making of a Champion
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Monday Feb. 6, 1995

The 1995 U.S. Figure Skating Championships took place between February 7th and 11th in Providence, Rhode Island. I arrived, about a week before the competition, it was rainy and cold – but there was a strange sense of calm in all the dreariness.

I was accompanied by my usual entourage, each a vital organ in my support system. As always, my mom and aunt were there. Heather Graham, my physical therapist, and David DeMarco, a bodybuilder we jokingly referred to as my bodyguard, followed closely behind. Wayne, my boyfriend at the time, didn’t join us until the long program later that week.

I'd been training under Richard Callaghan, who was all about structure and discipline – almost militant in nature – but he was equally stern about going out and doing things. He believed in the importance of balancing rigorous work with a bit of exploration and good rest. So, whenever there was time to spare, we would wander the city a bit and go out to a restaurant before gathering in one of our hotel rooms to watch movies. This routine made for the perfect formula to stay focused on the competition. For me, at least, that's the way it went.

By the time I got to Providence, I could feel everything building to a head – the pressure, the expectations, the whispers about whether I was ready to step up to the challenge or just another flame burning too fast. I was clinging to the hope that this would finally be the moment I proved I could do it. That I belonged up there with the best – not just as a talented skater, but as a serious contender.

Everyone had their own predictions about what might happen that week – who would rise, who would crumble. For me, the possibilities felt endless and terrifying all at once. There was talk of me making the World team if I skated clean, maybe even winning a medal.

But there was also that quiet fear – the one that lives in the back of every skater’s mind – that one mistake could unravel it all. Still, deep down, I knew I had something special. Something wild and raw that couldn’t be ignored. If everything came together, this could be the week that changed everything.

I felt like the whispers sounded mostly hopeful, if a bit backhanded, like everyone was eagerly waiting to see if Richard had whipped me into shape – or at least had tamed me into something that closer fit the classic figure skater mold. Sure, they were probably hoping for the best, but I think they were also kind of expecting disappointment. That the rumors I’d turned a corner under Richard were just that – rumors.

Somewhere inside, I was still that toddler wobbling across the ice in borrowed skates that were two sizes too big. But now, at seventeen years old, skating wasn’t just a sport to me; it was a lifeline. And it wasn’t my skills that I was doubting, I knew how hard I’d worked for this. I was doubting my place in the skating world. By that point, I’d been in the business long enough to understand the inner workings of skating politics. I was never their golden child... I was the wild one.
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CHAPTER 1
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I came into my mother’s life on the 23rd of August in 1977. I was born at Prentice Women’s Hospital in downtown Chicago – which, by the way, is the craziest looking hospital ever. From a birds-eye-view, it looks like a four-leaf-clover made of concrete cylinders, and the circular windows give it a spaceship-like feel.

My life never really had what you'd call a conventional start. When I was born, the doctor couldn’t believe how developed my legs were and asked my mom if I’d been kicking a lot throughout the pregnancy. She told him that I had been – like, to the point where she was convinced that I was a boy after hearing an old wives’ tale. So, clearly, I was a very active child fresh out of the gate, and that extra leg strength did come in handy. 

My mom took me to swim lessons at the YMCA when I was six months old. Obviously, I have no memory of this – but, according to my mom, I loved kicking and splashing around in the water. I started gymnastics when I was two. I was good at it and really enjoyed the performance aspect, that was until I hit a growth spurt. By the time I was old enough to take it seriously, I had literally grown out of the sport. Not to mention, I was incredibly impulsive and fearless – which, as you can imagine, is a dangerous combination when the only thing standing between me and aimlessly trying to do a flip was my mom, who pretty much pulled me out on the spot. It wasn’t that she had tunnel vision or wanted to keep me away from anything that might ruin my chances of a skating career before it even started – no, she was genuinely terrified I was going to snap my neck. To her credit, she had a point. 

The first time I ever skated was at the McFetridge Sports Center in downtown Chicago. I was three. Robby and Richard Peal were the first ones to put me on the ice. I held on to the railing for one loop around the rink and then I was off, zipping around the ice like it was second nature. As corny as it sounds, from the moment my skates touched the ice, I felt something shift – not just under my feet, but deep inside. There was a freedom in it, something magnetic. It was pretty clear that I had a natural talent; it was like sliding in the perfect puzzle piece on the first try, and my mom saw it right away. Emotional awakening aside, it was so much fun. I never wanted to leave the ice; my mom practically had to drag me off it. 

[image: ]

Considering the fact that it was the late 70s, my family was quite unconventional. I was raised by my mom and her best friend Joyce who came to be known as “Aunt Joyce”. My dad? Well, after he showed up to sign my birth certificate with kids from another family he had in a different state – something my mom knew nothing about – he was out of the picture. From what I’ve been told, he was a photographer, my mom was a model. They met, she got pregnant, and the rest really did make history. 

My Aunt Joyce had gone through a divorce, so they bonded over being heartbroken single moms in an era when that was completely unheard of. I don't think I understood back then what my mother was up against. Back then the world still tilted its head sideways when a woman raised children without a man in the house. Back then, being a single mother was a public reckoning. The word “single” didn’t mean empowered or independent like it might today. It meant abandoned, failed, broken. Being a single mom was a scandal itself, let alone having a female partner, even if it was fully platonic.

People like to talk about heroes. My mother never called herself one. But when I look back, I see it now – clear as anything. She didn’t need a cape. She had grit, calloused hands, and a heart that never gave up on us. My mom wanted me to really feel like I grew up in a family, and I am incredibly grateful for that.

We lived in an apartment that sat right on the corner between the park on the lakefront and the rattle of Wrigley Field – smack in the heart of gritty 70s Chicago. Back then, Pine Grove still had that faded-glamour kind of charm, with pre-war brick buildings shouldering each other and stoops where the neighbors smoked, gossiped, and shouted across the sidewalk like they had nothing but time. Our building was nothing special – three floors up, no elevator, with a front door that stuck in the summer and windows that whistled in the winter – but it was ours.

The neighborhood was alive in that particular way only a big city can be – buzzing, humming, a little gritty around the edges. Just a few blocks east, the lake shimmered behind stretches of parkland, where joggers ran in tube socks and kids like us darted through sprinklers and climbed whatever could be climbed. And then to the west – always just behind the buildings – was the low, familiar roar of Wrigley Field. The streets were flooded with fans spilling out of the “L train,” clutching hot dogs and Old-Style beers, shouting names of players like they knew them on a first-name basis. Sometimes we could hear the crack of the bat right from our window if the wind blew the right way.

Inside our apartment, it was me, my mom, my Aunt Joyce and her two kids, who were both older than me – and no room to spare. The place was always warm with bodies and voices. We shared bedrooms, closets...and secrets. Privacy was a luxury, but family was a constant. Mornings were chaos – hair being braided, cereal being poured, someone always looking for their other shoe. Nights were quieter, with the TV humming in the background and my Aunt Joyce’s voice rising from the kitchen over the clatter of dishes.

There wasn’t much money, but there was always movement, always life. That was Chicago in the late 70s – tough, loud, beautiful in a kind of steel-and-stone way. And for a kid growing up in that Pine Grove apartment, wedged between the city and the lake, it was everything. 

I was exposed to such a variety of music in that apartment – which sprouted a strong connection and life-long passion. My grandfather was a composer in what was then Czechoslovakia, it was in my blood. More than anything, the reason I resonated so much with skating can really be traced back to my love for music and using movement to express sound. I would put on elaborate dance performances in the living room, making my family gather on the couch to watch as I put on a new show every night. 

Even still, it’s my way of processing everything in life, from excitement to sadness and stress. Music is my emotional language.

In my opinion, the 1970s and 80s had the best dance movies. I grew up on White Nights, Saturday Night Fever, Footloose, Grease and other great films that would sometimes make their way to our television. Back then, it was rare to see anything skating-related on TV. We had things like Toller Cranston’s Strawberry Ice. If you saw it now, you’d probably think, What am I watching? It was amazing. We had John Curry performing Peter and the Wolf on ice. Those Sunday afternoon specials felt like magic. If the VCR wasn’t working, my Aunt Joyce would literally put the JVC camera on her shoulder and film the TV so we could watch it again later.

While I don’t remember the exact moment I fell in love with skating, I will never forget the electric jolt of freedom that shot through my veins the first time my little blades touched the ice. I was one of those kids who couldn’t sit still – constantly climbing, twirling, moving. My mom was always looking for ways to channel that energy into something productive. The ice was cold, unfamiliar, and hard, but something about it made sense to me in a way nothing else did. 

After seeing how much I took to the ice, my mom ran to the information desk and signed me up for group lessons. I loved every minute. I did, however, have a bit of a tendency to venture away from the group to do my own thing. This usually wasn’t a big deal, but it was hard for the coach to pretend not to notice when I skated away from the group mid-performance and the spotlight followed. My debut solo, everybody... I got my first taste of the spotlight, and it was invigorating. 

At first, skating was just fun. I didn’t think about competitions or judges, I just loved the sensation of gliding, of spinning, of expressing myself with my whole body. It was like dancing, but with more speed and a little danger, which suited me perfectly. While most kids were clinging to the boards, I was out in the middle, testing the limits. I didn’t care if I fell. I wanted to move. I wanted to fly.

I attended my first skating competition around the age of four, give or take a few months. By the time I turned five, the word “prodigy” was being thrown around in the bleachers surrounding the rink as the parents watched me go – completely blissful, prancing around the ice without a care in the world. That’s when I started to feel like I was getting good. I wasn’t thinking in terms of details and rankings really, but I could feel the eyes of onlookers follow my every move. 
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At school, I was never a very attentive student. I had a ton of energy and was not wired to study. My grades were passable at best, and all I wanted to do was skate. But when it came to skating, I wanted to learn every trick in the book and practice it to perfection. It probably didn’t help that I went to a catholic school where the expectations were high and following the rules was pretty standard practice – not my strong suit. 

By the age of six, school was sandwiched between a rigorous training schedule. I would wake up while it was still dark out, and had to be in the car with my seatbelt buckled by 5 a.m. As soon as we pulled into the rink, I would hop out of the car and race inside, lacing up my skates and tightening my blonde pigtails as quickly as my little hands could. 

Back then we had a drill that was called compulsory figures, where we repeatedly made figure eights on the ice to target train your balance and edges. This was really tedious and boring, but incredibly effective. They’ve been taken out of the curriculum for many years now, and although they were excruciating, I am so glad that they were required back when I was training. I actually think they should bring them back. So, every morning, I had 45-minutes of compulsory figures followed by a 45-minute freestyle. Then I went straight to school, where I only took the mandatory subjects and left before the final bell rang. Back to the rink for about two more hours of skating, and the remaining hours of the evening were spent doing some other activity, like ballet or gymnastics. 

I studied ballet at the prestigious Ruth Page School of Dance on and off for about six years. Being who I am, I’m sure you can imagine that working within its notoriously rigid structure wasn’t my favorite, but I have a deep appreciation for the wonders it did for my technique. There’s something mind-blowing about how repeating a plié for twenty minutes straight can be as pivotal as it is boring. The extreme, bordering on obsessive attention to detail, the importance of posture, lines, and upper body control – every step added a layer of ease and completeness to my choreography. 

Looking back, I realize that this was an insane amount of training for a six-year-old, or anyone for that matter, but at the time, it didn’t seem abnormal to me at all. This was my daily routine throughout all of my formative years, it was all I knew, and I wouldn’t have had it any other way. 

Needless to say, the importance of being punctual and sticking to a regimented schedule was ingrained in my mind very early on. For the freestyle session, you had to sign up as soon as you got to the rink to secure your spot on the ice. Especially in big cities where there are so many skaters, if you weren’t there on time or even a little early, you wouldn’t get a chance to do a freestyle skate, and if you missed a session, you were screwed.

On the weekends, the rink was only open for a two-hour window on Saturday morning before it closed through Sunday. We were supposed to enjoy the break, but I was restless, I never wanted to take a day off. I would find myself running through the new skills I was learning in my head, just to tide me over until Monday morning. It’s not that I loved to train, but I loved to skate, and I knew that the two went hand in hand. If I had to put in a crazy amount of work to be able to do what I loved, it was a no-brainer. 

My early competition days happened to coincide with the age of the cabbage patch craze. I would notice kids coming to the rink with their cabbage patch doll hanging from their dangling hand and squint my eyes in envy. My mom saw this as the perfect motivational tool, a bribe for me to skate better. It was like – if you do well, we can go to the toy store. So, I never missed a beat. 

Every weekend we drove to whatever skating event we could find within the Illinois border, and by my seventh birthday, we had exhausted all of the local competitions. So, we began to venture across the U.S. to make it to as many competitions as possible. Having the opportunity to be exposed to different skaters and environments is such a crucial part of a skater’s training, so in order to grow you had to be able to travel. 

Skating is an incredibly expensive sport of choice anyway, but the inflation crisis certainly didn’t help. The early 80s were hard on everyone, but especially on families like ours, already packed tight into that little apartment on Pine Grove. Even though my mom and Aunt Joyce were already doing their best to stretch every penny, the world kept demanding it to be stretched thinner. 

Prices just kept climbing – milk, bread, bus fare, everything. Gas was a whole other headache; we’d sit in long, silent lines at the station, windows down, the air thick with car exhaust and frustration, hoping that there would be fuel left in the pump by the time it was finally our turn. I remember the tension in the grown-ups’ voices when the bills came, the way they’d pause before opening envelopes. Money was tight and patience was wearing thin. But still, we made it work. I wore hand-me-downs and we shared everything, leaning on each other the way only families in a squeeze can. 

My mom – oh, my poor mom – was doing everything she possibly could to chase this crazy dream that neither of us fully understood yet. At the time however, I was blissfully unaware of the financial strain we were facing behind the scenes. Seriously, I was oblivious. I never felt like I was missing anything because, honestly, I wasn’t. My mom made sure of that. She would save that last dollar and head to the thrift store, panning for nuggets of gold sprinkled throughout the racks in Goodwill.

I remember walking through the streets of Chicago during the holidays one year, looking at all the Christmas decorations and decked-out window displays. People stopped dead in their tracks as I passed, this little girl wearing a velvet cape pushing a carriage as she strutted down the sidewalk. A force to be reckoned with. 

My family worked hard to support me, sometimes holding down multiple jobs to somehow make room in the budget for skating lessons. Working in an ice-cream truck wasn’t the most reliable cash flow, and when business slowed to a halt working concessions at the local festivals, we would drive all around Chicago chasing the crowds in search of anyone who would hand over a dollar for an ice-cream cone. The truck was always breaking, and it drove us all crazy. I would sit on top of the truck with my popsicle melting down my hand as I watched everyone below­ – my Aunt Joyce, wrench in hand, cranking away at the engine; my mom flagging down passersby in her cheerful voice, enticing them to stop by and enjoy an ice-cream cone.

We didn’t have much, but my mom always found a way to make things happen. Early morning practices, late-night costume sewing, traveling across the country on a shoestring budget – it was all for the love of skating. For the love of me. My mom noticed right away that I had something – a fire, maybe. A need to express myself in ways that words wouldn’t allow. She was always there encouraging me, scraping together the money to get me lessons, gear, and ice time. Without her, none of it would’ve happened.

By the time I was eight or nine, people had started to notice my abilities. I was competing at the regional level, and coaches would pull my mom aside with that look in their eyes – the one that said, she’s different. I’d hear whispers like, “She’s got something,” and while I didn’t quite know what that “something” was, I felt it every time my blades hit the ice. That’s where I came alive.

School? Well, let’s just say that it never held my attention. I wasn’t the kind of kid who lined up straight A’s or sat quietly through class. I fidgeted, daydreamed, stared out windows. But at the rink, everything changed. I could focus. I wanted to focus. I chased every jump, every spin, like they were secrets I had to unlock. I wasn’t just skating – even as a child, I was driven.

I remember hearing the word prodigy float around for the first time. I didn’t really understand it then, but part of me knew – they saw a future in me. And deep down, I was already chasing it.

Unfortunately, the attention wasn’t all positive.

At first, it felt like everyone liked me. Coaches would smile, people clapped extra loud when I skated, and I thought I was just making friends. But after a while, things started to change – and I couldn’t understand why.

Girls I used to talk to at the rink stopped looking at me. Some of them whispered to each other when I walked by. Others made faces at me during practice or laughed when I messed up a jump. I remember skating too close to one girl by accident, and she snapped, “Watch it!” like I’d done something horrible. I didn’t know what I had done wrong.

And then there were the moms. I’d see them watching me from the bleachers with tight faces and crossed arms. One of them said to another, right in front of me, “I don’t know who she thinks she is.” I pretended not to hear, but I heard. I always heard.

That’s when the hatred really started.

People were mean – on purpose. They’d block my path on the ice, bump into me during warm-ups, or leave me out when we were stretching together. Some girls wouldn’t even say hi to me anymore. I remember thinking, Why do they hate me? I’m just skating.

I found out later that they were jealous. That’s what the grown-ups told me anyway. They said it was because I was getting better really fast, and that not everyone liked that. But I didn’t understand how doing something I loved could make people so angry.

I remember skating off the ice after a session where I had skated beautifully. My beam of pride quickly neutralized as I saw a mother marching straight toward me. She was furious – livid. Nostrils flared and eyes squinted to a glare, she began to shout at me. Apparently, the music playing over the loudspeaker while I was skating happened to be the same piece that her daughter had been planning to use. Now I was being viciously accused of stealing her daughter’s music in some sort of conspiratorial plot to sabotage her daughter’s skating career. “You’re not skating to that again,” she snapped. “That’s my daughter’s piece.” I stood there blinking, trying to figure out what was happening. “You space cadet,” she said with a sneer. I can still hear the venom on her tongue, like she thought the insult might land hard enough to scare me off the rink for good. But it obviously wasn’t about the music. It wasn’t even really about her daughter – who, chatting in the stands with her friends, couldn’t care less. It was about the fact that I was better. I had a future with skating far beyond a childhood hobby. She saw it. Everyone did. And that terrified them.

Then they started making rules – because of me. That’s what someone said one day at practice. Rules about who could skate when, how long you could be on the ice. It was like I was getting in trouble just for trying hard. I was just a kid who loved skating. That was all I wanted to do. But suddenly, it felt like everyone at the rink was against me.

But no matter how mean they were, I still had the ice. That was my place. Out there, I didn’t have to talk or explain or try to fit in. I just had to skate – and when I did, I felt free again.

In 1983, I met someone who would shape the very foundation of my skating life. Debbie Stoery became my first real coach, the first person who saw something in me that went beyond the surface level recognition of raw potential. I was just a little kid when we started working together, and the two of us stayed a team until I was about ten years old. To this day, that remains my longest coaching relationship. But Debbie was so much more than just a coach. She was family.

She was an odd bird, no doubt about it. Debbie had a way about her that set her apart from the rest of the figure skating world. She didn’t fit into the mold, and honestly, she didn’t care to. Her coaching style was unconventional, earthy, even spiritual in a way. People called it “hippie,” and maybe it was, but it worked for me. I thrived under her. Debbie had this rare ability to connect deeply, to nurture without softening the edges. She challenged me, inspired me, and believed in me.

The skating world didn’t always appreciate her. In fact, a lot of rinks didn’t want her teaching. She was seen as controversial, someone who didn’t play by the traditional rules of the sport. “They did not like her... very ostracized in the skating world,” I remember saying in one interview. And it was true. Debbie carried a kind of outsider energy wherever she went – but to me, that’s what made her magnetic. She saw the sport differently, and in doing so, she helped me see it differently, too.

What people didn’t realize was just how deeply she influenced me – not just technically, but emotionally, spiritually, artistically – and how much this influence contributed to my career. I’ve said it before, and I’ll keep saying it. Debbie laid the groundwork for everything that came later. She helped me build the confidence and creativity that carried me into the spotlight.

Looking back, I think Debbie taught me one of the most important lessons of my life – that it’s okay to be different. In fact, it might just be your greatest strength.
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I skated all over the country, even across the world. Each place left its own mark on me, a little memory for a little girl etched in ice. I competed in Vail, Colorado, surrounded by the crisp mountain air and breathtaking views that somehow made the pressure feel lighter. I performed at the Ice Castle in California in a show alongside Christopher Bowman, who had that mix of charisma and chaos that always drew a crowd. Tonya Harding was around too – but more on her later...

Sun Valley was like a skater’s dream. The history, the people, the spotlight – it all felt magical. In Ohio, I had the honor of meeting Carol Heiss, a legend whose elegance and strength I’d always admired. I traveled to New York with my mom for Sports Illustrated, a surreal moment that made me feel like maybe I was really in this sport – like I belonged.

I remember watching the World Championships in Cincinnati. That’s where I got to meet Midori Ito, Brian Boitano, and Scott Williams – icons, every one of them. Just being in the same space as they were felt like stepping into a different orbit. Then there was Lake Placid, where I was gifted a free lesson from Gus Lussi himself. He was a master of technique, and during one session he stopped everyone to have me demonstrate an axel. That moment still plays in my mind like a slow-motion highlight reel.

And I even went to Prague, the birthplace of my grandfather, whose musical influence had started me on this journey. The city was a maze of cobblestones and old-world charm, and it was the first time I really felt the power of skating as something that connected people across borders and language...and I wasn’t even a teenager yet.

In those days, every competition had its own rhythm. We had events for figures, freestyle, and then there was my absolute favorite – interpretive, or "interp," as we called it. Interp was magic to me. You got five minutes on the ice to warm up while they played a piece of music you’d never heard before. They’d announce a theme – something like “joy” or “mystery” – but the exact music? Total surprise. You had to listen, absorb, and create on the spot. One shot. No choreographer, no notes, just you, your instincts, and the ice. Everyone took turns performing one by one. It was spontaneous and terrifying and thrilling, all at once. And every time I stepped out there, I felt like: This is it. This is me. This is where I shine.

1986 was a pivotal year for me, a year when everything seemed to shift into a higher gear. Looking back, I realize how much of it was driven by decisions I didn’t fully understand at the time – but those decisions made all the difference in shaping who I would become as a skater, and as a person.

I competed in California that year, training at the All-Year Figure Skating Club. It was a new chapter, a new set of challenges. That’s when I met Ron Nichols, a judge who would occasionally help me pass figure judging tests. Ron wasn’t just a judge; he had this incredible way of breaking things down, making it all seem so simple. He was one of those quiet mentors who didn’t say much but when he did, it stuck with you.

Then there was Barbara Roles. I’ll never forget the first time I saw her – short, with sharp features and these distinctive, oversized glasses that gave her an air of someone who saw the world differently, who could read between the lines of every skater’s potential. Barbara was more than just a coach; she had this uncanny ability to see exactly what each skater needed. And with her, I quickly realized California was where we needed to be. It wasn’t just the competition that drew me there; it was the environment, the people who could push me to the next level.

At the time, my coach Debbie didn’t have the political pull that some of the other coaches did. The controversy she carried always made for a bit of an uphill battle for her – and, by extension, for me. There were limitations – there always are when you’re not in the right environment. 

The skating world, as I would soon come to realize, was all about exposure. Like so many other competitive arenas, the world of figure skating has always had its shifting epicenters – cities that were the hotspots for skating at different points in time. Skating isn’t just about the athlete; it’s about the environment, the energy, and the people that make a place what it is. Certain cities have risen to prominence, becoming hubs of talent before, for various reasons, fading into the background as other places took their turn.

This shifting landscape is part of the magic of skating – it’s never static, never settled. The pursuit of greatness takes you to different cities – as you will soon see. It exposes you to different people and shows you the variety of challenges. 

At least at this point in my young life, California was the place to be if you wanted to take your skating seriously. The skaters were a different breed. The competition was constant and relentless, which was exactly what I needed. Week after week you were pushed to be better, faster, stronger. That’s how it works. If you want to be with the best, you have to be surrounded by the best. So you move to a place where people challenge you more, where you have no choice but to rise to the occasion.

I remember thinking, "You want to be around better skaters, to see better skaters...you move to a higher place with harder people and bigger people that push you to bring you up to where your level is." That was the drive. The realization that to get to the top, you had to surround yourself with people who were already there, or at least on their way.

Not only did California have access to more resources, new people, different coaches and intensive training; perhaps most importantly – it had a strong political network in place, one that had the power to push you forward. Skating wasn’t just about how good you were; it was also about who you knew and how you could navigate the politics of it all. 

Sure, in the end, what matters most isn’t where you are – it’s the commitment to your craft, the determination to keep pushing, and the belief that no matter where you train, you can make it to the top. But it certainly doesn’t hurt to be in a place that gives you a boost, a coach that knows what you need at that point in time, and exactly how to get you where you need to be. 

So yes, the move to California was about more than just a change of scenery. It was about growth, moving forward, doing what it took to push myself as far as I could go. And I knew, deep down, that’s what I needed. It wasn’t just about competing – it was about becoming the best version of myself as a skater. And California? That was where it could happen.

People always ask me when I knew I wanted to be a champion. The truth is, I didn’t really think about being a champion back then – not at first. I just loved skating.

Even as a six-year-old, I would choose spinning on the ice, feeling dizzy and free, the sound of my blades scraping the surface, over going to the playground with kids my age any day. 

Skating was where I could be myself. On the ice, I could let all of that pent up energy out, all that fire inside me. When I was skating, I felt like I could do anything – it was about owning that space, carving out my own identity. It wasn’t just about skating well; it was about feeling powerful.

My first coaches tried to teach me, but I wasn’t easy to teach. I asked a lot of questions, and I didn’t always do what I was told. I didn’t want to be just another skater in a sparkly costume doing everything the same way as everyone else. I wanted to stand out. I wanted to be different.

My coaches saw it early on. I was raw, yes. I wasn’t polished or controlled, but there was something in me that couldn’t be taught. That wild energy – that fire that made me question authority, made me challenge the norm. 

That became my signature. 

It wasn’t always easy, and it wasn’t always welcomed. But that’s what would make me me. And somehow, I knew, deep down, that if I embraced that energy, if I let it drive me, I could become something no one else could. That spark – that unrefined, untamed spirit – became the very thing that would set me apart.
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Tuesday Feb. 7, 1995

The morning air was cold enough to bite, but I liked it that way. I walked to the rink with my skate bag slung over one shoulder, my breath rising in little clouds, the rhythm of my steps syncing with the anticipation in my chest. There was a certain magic to early practices – before the crowds, before the noise – when the whole building felt like it was holding its breath, waiting to see what kind of day it would be. Coaches moved quietly, gripping their coffee cups like lifelines, and skaters nodded at each other in that silent language we all shared – let’s go!

There’s an intoxicating nature to the scent of an ice rink. I know that probably sounds strange – smells aren’t usually the first thing people talk about when it comes to skating, but for me... for me it’s everything. It’s one of those things skaters just understand.

Each rink has its own scent. Some are old and moldy and kind of stale. Others reek of hockey gear. But there are days when the ice is crisp and fresh, that perfect frozen scent. You feel it in your lungs, sometimes it even seeps into your bones. It’s sharp and clean, like breathing in a shard of frozen glass. It’s those days that you just know something exceptional could happen.

I thought about the early mornings at the rink back home, when my mom would drop me off before sunrise, bundled up in layers over my tights. I used to press my nose against the glass, watching the Zamboni carve figure-8s into the ice, dreaming of the day I’d be center stage. That dream felt closer now – almost within reach. But even with everything ahead of me, I still carried those quiet memories, tucked between the blades of my skates and the calluses on my feet.

The routine brought comfort. Tie skates, stretch, step onto the ice, glide into warm-ups. Each move was a familiar note in a song I’d been humming since I was a kid. But beneath the routine was a hunger I couldn’t ignore. I wanted to prove something – not just to the judges or the coaches or the press, but to myself. That I belonged here. That I could hold my own in this arena full of talent, ambition, and nerves disguised as confidence.

As I began my first laps, the cold air stung my cheeks, and I welcomed it like an old friend. My blades found their edge, and the sound of them carving into the ice echoed around the empty rink like applause meant just for me. In those moments, before the real pressure set in, I let myself feel strong. Capable. Ready.

Today was one of those perfect days and I was thinking about how far I’d come...
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CHAPTER 2
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We flew into LAX – which, believe it or not, to me at least, used to be a dream. Now the Los Angeles airport is a headache with a backlog of traffic and impatient influencers – but back then, to little wide eyed ten-year-old Nicole, it was spectacular. It felt like a city in its own right, bustling with people speedwalking every which way, luggage in tow, hoping to make it to their gate before the doors closed. Flight updates crackled through the loudspeakers in every language imaginable, occasionally sparking a groan or an eye-roll – sometimes even a facepalm – from a frustrated traveler at the announcement of a new delay.

As the plane touched down, I clutched the armrest of my seat so tightly that my knuckles went white. The sudden jolt of the wheels hitting the runway made my stomach churn, and the screech of the brakes, in harmony with the rubber tires scraping against the pavement, set my teeth on edge. We stepped off the plane and lugged our carry-ons through an impossibly large terminal. 

Growing bored and restless at baggage claim, I wandered out to the sidewalk while my mom waited by the conveyor belt. Outside, the air was different – warmer, and somehow drier than Chicago. Everything was brighter, louder, bigger. I didn’t know it yet, but nothing about my life would ever feel small again. Squinting through the California sun, I was beginning to see why everyone in the movies wore sunglasses – maybe they weren’t just for show after all.

Aunt Joyce volunteered to make the three-day drive across the country while my mom and I decided to fly. Bear in mind that this was an era when only rich people had cell phones – the ones with the big, bulky cases ­– ­yeah, those... So essentially, we were moving across the country with zero means of communicating with one another during the journey.

The two of them were convinced that they could time it out perfectly. By their logic, if Aunt Joyce left three days ahead of us, in theory, she’d be at the airport waiting to pick us up upon our arrival, “with plenty of time to spare!”. Key phrase being “in theory” ... This was a totally foolproof plan, they assured each other. Genius. 

Shockingly, when we arrived in Los Angeles, neither Aunt Joyce nor her beat-up Toyota were anywhere in sight. I think we sat on that curb outside the arrivals terminal for six or seven hours – my mom looking gorgeous as ever, and me perched on top of the mountain of suitcases piled next to her. My whole world was stuffed in those bags – skates, training clothes, dreams, and, of course, most importantly, my Cabbage Patch doll. To say that we were scared would be a vast understatement. We were all alone in a new city, stranded with no means of transportation and no one to call.

Every half-hour or so, we would make our way back into the terminal, hoping for some thread of news. Finally, by some miracle, a voice rang through the airport like it came from God himself, who in this case, happened to be the helpful man working the information desk. “We have a page for Ms. Bobek. Ms. Bobek, please come to the help desk.”

Aunt Joyce had managed to find a rest stop somewhere in the California Mojave Desert, with nothing but a payphone and a half-empty vending machine. She loaded in her last few quarters she stashed in the glove compartment, and called the airport, begging them to page my mom. 

Cut to my mom and me – I'm on my tiptoes, straining to see over the help desk that towers just above my eye level. My mom stands beside me, trying to steady her trembling voice as she pleads with the poor man behind the counter like this is a matter of national security.

“Ma’am, please take a deep breath,” he says gently. “Joyce called – she’s not far. She’s on her way and should be here soon.”

It might not sound like much, but in that moment, his reassurance meant everything. For the first time in what felt like forever, we could breathe. It was going to be okay.

After what felt like an eternity, my ears perked up at the sound of tires rolling towards the nearby curb. Glancing up from the patch of pavement I’d been staring at, my gaze landed on a familiar white minivan parked right in front of me. There she was, waving like a maniac and already hopping out of the driver’s seat before the car had even come to a full stop, frantically running over to pull us into a huge hug – squeezing us tight and long, almost suffocatingly. It was exactly what we needed, and I never wanted her to let go. We were like lost puppies reunited at long last, wiping away the tears of relief streaming down our faces. We’d found each other, but now we had to find our new life, and that thought alone was terrifying. 

We loaded all five suitcases into the trunk of Aunt Joyce’s white Toyota van, tugged open the sliding door, and climbed in. The engine revved, and with a press of the gas pedal, we pulled out of the airport and drove south, toward a future we couldn’t quite picture, but knew would change everything.

With the air conditioning on full blast battling the stiff desert heat, and the staticky radio cranked as loud as it would go, I could feel the anxiety hovering over the adults begin to lift as we set off on our next adventure. 

The drive from LAX to Redondo Beach wasn’t long, twenty minutes or so without traffic, but I relished every second of it. Greeted by the palm-lined boulevards, this was my first real look at Los Angeles. Sure, I had stopped by for a competition here and there, but never stayed long enough to take it in. But this time I didn’t even want to blink. The palm trees were tall and wiry, as though they could be snapped by a heavy breeze. But still, they stood strong, and their fanned out leaves rustled overhead. The freeway stretched endlessly – stacked lanes, packed cars, no real beginning or end. Billboards flew past the windows: movies promising a smash-hit, lawyers peddling hefty payouts – both probably full of it. It was overwhelming. But kind of exhilarating, too.

The minutes ticked by, and soon the city gave way to a quieter kind of California. The ocean began to peek through the rooftops that lined the coast, glinting silver-blue in the late afternoon sun. I pressed my forehead to the window, watching the paddling surfers race to keep up with the waves, catching them just before they crashed over the shore. This would be home now – at least for a while. I had no way of knowing just how much growing up I’d do here; how much I’d change. But for now, I was just a girl in an old minivan, chasing a dream down the Pacific Coast Highway.

The farther we drove, the more everything seemed to stretch out. The stuffy city blocks gave way to wide streets and houses spaced out by front lawns. Mom, were not in Chicago anymore... 

We pulled into the driveway of Barbara Roles’ house in Redondo Beach – me, my mom, and Aunt Joyce. Her kids were off at college, so it was just the three of us holed up in my coach’s basement. We were used to living in close quarters – it felt cozy. They’d both made huge sacrifices for the move, we sold everything we had to make it happen. My mom had to let go of our beloved – if a bit mechanically challenged – ice-cream truck. Selling it was kind of heartbreaking actually, especially for her. It marked the end of an era, and despite the excitement for what was to come, it was impossible not to feel a pang of nostalgia at the close of our Chicago chapter. Plus, it was a beautiful truck. Painted in a pallet of pastels, it was nothing like the ones they have now, they just don't make them like that anymore. Aunt Joyce had sold the house she’d gotten in her divorce settlement years earlier; but my mom was still waiting for the money to come through from selling our apartment back in Chicago, so things were still pretty tight. But we were all in – banking everything on this opportunity.

For the time being, my mom and Aunt Joyce's full-time job was me, though they did pick up some babysitting gigs and odd jobs here and there. We scraped by, but none of this would have been possible if it wasn’t for the free lodging in Barbara’s basement.

California has its own vibe. Sunlight every day, ocean air, and palm trees waving like they were in on the dream. We were blocks from the beach, and even though we didn’t have much, it felt like we were somewhere special. Skating in the mornings, ballet in the afternoons, sometimes rollerblading around the neighborhood to feel the wind in my face. It was a strange mix of struggle and sunshine – a big leap that none of us knew exactly where it would land.

Between the constant training and competitions, there was no time for me to enroll in a normal school, so the decision was made that I would be homeschooled. My classroom was Barbara’s basement, nothing was really set up or anything, but mom and Joyce took turns keeping me up to speed on the curriculum, to the best of their abilities, of course. And only for as long as my schedule, which was already jam packed with skating, would permit. So needless to say, the time slots for academics were very limited. Skating was the priority – heck, it was the reason we found ourselves down in this dingy, somewhat sketchy basement in the first place. 

Then came the Whittier Earthquake, right on cue.

One minute my mom is trying to teach me long division, then all of a sudden, the whole room starts to shake. Saved by the bell. It was really scary, maybe not as scary as long division, but a close second for sure. All jokes aside, we were all pretty shaken up. 

Need I remind you, Chicago born and, up ‘til this point at least, raised. So, this was the first time any of us had experienced anything like this. And full disclosure, I’m not even sure I knew what an earthquake was, I just thought the apocalypse was upon us or something. Mom and Joyce were in problem-solving mode, trying to figure out whether we should run, duck, or just ride it out. Everything around us was rattling. The shelves, the walls, the floor. I could hear glass shattering somewhere upstairs, every knick-knack and framed photo falling to pieces on the trembling ground. My heart was pounding out of my chest. 

It was over in seconds, but those seconds felt like hours. When it finally stopped, I remember the eerie silence that washed over the neighborhood, like the world was holding its breath, hoping the hiccups had subsided. That was my “welcome to California” moment – rollerblades, palm trees... and a not-so-gentle reminder from the earth itself that nothing here was guaranteed to stay still.
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I joined the All-Year Figure Skating Club, where Ron Nichols was the president. Ron immediately took a liking to me, and he was one of the first people to really champion me, especially someone in that position of power within the skating world hierarchy. Ron was someone who gave quietly, without asking anything in return.

Figures tests were a doozy. The judges, circling like vultures, would stand right on the ice, eyes fixed on the tracings carved beneath our blades. Every edge had to be sharp and exact, every curve clean and symmetrical – no exceptions. It always felt more like a geometry exam than skating. No music, no movement, no crowd, not even room to breathe – just silent loops for stoic judges. I hated it.

Ron knew how to work the system, how to quietly bend the rules in my favor. He wasn’t changing scores or interfering with anyone else’s test – just making sure I could pass a requirement or two that would have otherwise held me back. I think he understood I wasn’t built for that kind of stiff, lifeless precision – I was a performer. He made space for that; in whatever ways he could.

It wasn’t that I was bad at figures or didn’t try, but they just weren’t my thing. I had too much energy, too much instinct, I was a little too free for something that rigid. And Ron knew that wasn’t a reason to stop me from moving forward. 

I remember during figures tests, when the judges would stand on the ice to inspect and evaluate your tracings up close, scanning for every wobble in the carved pattern. Ron would sort of hover over the patch I’d just skated, positioned with his body angled just enough to block them from view, and without fail the other judges would never notice if I’d missed a flat edge or had gone off track. It wasn’t obvious, but it was enough.

But Barbara was a different story. I still remember the first time I stepped onto the ice under Barbara Roles watchful eye. There was something in the way she stood at the boards – calm, centered, completely in command – that told me I was in the presence of someone who didn’t just teach skating. She lived it.

Barbara wasn’t the kind of coach who shouted. She didn’t need to. Her expectations were clear in the quiet firmness of her voice, in the precision of her demonstrations, in the way she could stop you mid-glide with nothing but a look. She had this uncanny ability to see everything – your edges, your posture, the exact moment your center of gravity betrayed you in a jump. And then, without fanfare, she’d correct it with a simple cue that changed everything.

Her own skating resume was legendary: a bronze medal at the 1960 Olympics, U.S. National Champion in 1962, and one of the finest figures skaters of her generation. But Barbara didn’t wear her medals like badges. She brought them to the rink in subtler ways – through her mastery of fundamentals, her respect for the art of skating, and the way she insisted on discipline and grace in equal measure.

She taught me that greatness didn’t come from flair – it came from repetition, from balance, from learning how to feel every edge. I spent hours tracing figure eights under her guidance, learning to listen to the ice, to my body
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